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Abstract

Abstract
The challenges facing today’s human population in tackling environmental and social
issues from a sustainable perspective have substantially increased. Ecotourism, as a
sustainable development strategy, became officially recognised in the mid-1980s as
a way to enhance environmental conservation and improve the quality of life of
marginalised communities. Simultaneously, impact assessment procedures rose as
planning instruments in the 1970s to control and monitor the effects of future human
activities and therefore, reach sustainable development objectives.
The theory behind these two mechanisms primarily recognises a shift of
development goals in which both the environment and society have to be viewed as
equally important. These approaches to sustainable development, however, have
been challenged due to their failure to achieve sustainability goals. Today, the theory
and practice of these two concepts have been substantially contested, and the
model of sustainability and its achievements through these instruments has
produced substantial academic research in both developed and developing
countries. It has been argued that ecotourism can be environmentally and socioculturally detrimental and as equally destructive as mass tourism practices if
adequate planning and analysis of potential impacts are not properly addressed. It
has been also stressed that ecotourism has often been utilised as a marketing
strategy via the ‘eco’ tag where responsible and ethical tourism practices are rarely
adopted. Similarly, it has been argued that impact assessment procedures have
failed to identify and/or prevent potential environmental and social impacts of human
activities due to political and bureaucratic interference and the deficient application of
scientific and social based knowledge into impact prediction and monitoring. It has
also been argued that impact assessment procedures often poorly incorporate
intrinsic social and cultural values essential to the interests of all stakeholders, and
potential impacts on socio-cultural values.
This study aims to critically analyse the issues and constraints that affect the
application of impact assessment procedures for ecotourism using a comparative
case study approach between Australia and Mexico. By analysing the quality of
impact statements within four on-ground ecotourism operations, this study evaluates
their practical role in addressing potential impacts of enterprises performed within
protected areas acknowledging that ecotourism is also practiced in other urban and
ix
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rural natural areas.
The significance of this study has profound implications for the two countries
due to a) their deeply rooted Indigenous heritage, b) immense biodiversity values,
and c) high development pressures from tourism practices. Using a range of
qualitative research methods, the theory behind ecotourism and impact assessments
was briefly addressed to understand the gaps in their practical application among the
four case studies. The ongoing constraints in the planning and assessment of
ecotourism were explored using semi-structured interviews with ecotourism and
impact assessment experts. Structured interviews with ecotourism operators and the
analysis of on-ground ecotourism activities were performed to evaluate the
effectiveness of individual impact statements in addressing potential effects prior
developing each enterprise. Results show that issues are diverse in both the theory
and practice of these two sustainable development mechanisms. On the one hand,
ecotourism operations were thought as a sustainable development strategy to
directly achieve socio-economic development and indirectly increase biodiversity
protection at the tourist destinations. However, the idea of ecotourism and its
complex and interlinked environmental and cultural implications was poorly
understood derived from the lack of appropriate consultation from EIA/SIA advisors.
In addition, the limited knowledge about the impacts of ecotourism made tour
operators relatively unaware of the implications of developing such a business,
hence underestimating its potential impacts. In regards to the quality of ecotourism
EIAs, results show that current environmental legislation and polices did not
thoroughly enforced methods for impact identification and assessment, nor
monitoring strategies to plan for potential impacts. Each ecotourism EIS was based
on broad impact assessment guidelines produced for mass tourism operations and
overlooked case specific mechanisms to enhance sustainable tourism practices
according to tour operators’ management skills. Furthermore, ecotourism EIS were
used as justification tools to gain development consent and not as instruments to
adequately identify and prevent specific potential impacts. Furthermore, the study
found that the analysis of environmental impacts relied on irrelevant and insufficient
scientific data while the analysis of socio-cultural impacts were based on financial
indicators prioritising economic benefits of ecotourism activities such as number of
jobs but dismissed important cultural constraints such as spiritual beliefs and
x
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historical social problems. Accordingly, the lack of expertise in interdisciplinary work
of the EIA consultants resulted in the preparation of sloppy and deficient impact
statements.
This study recognises the need to adopt alternative mechanisms to analyse
potential environmental and socio-cultural impacts of ecotourism. Collaborative and
multidisciplinary efforts between government agencies, NGOs and academic groups
are critical for enhancing the quality of impact assessment methodologies. Improving
the role of state and local EIA guidelines in enforcing ethical and responsible
development proposals that incorporate the interests and need of all stakeholders
are also important. Furthermore, both countries require adopting EIA/SIA
accreditation schemes to ensure that experienced and skilful EIA/SIA consultants
effectively plan for potential environmental and social impacts. Moreover, this study
also recognises that future ecotourism businesses require substantial capacity
building to better plan, manage and operate ecotourism activities in order to achieve
conservation, sustainability and socio-economic development.
Finally, this research has helped to highlight the need to improve impact
assessment methodologies that are not financially and politically constrained and are
performed by qualified multidisciplinary experts, using an ethical approach and the
best available scientific and social based knowledge to provide adequate
conservation of both environmental and socio-cultural values.
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Preface

Preface
This research is the result of issues encountered during my experience as an EIA
consultant, which I will briefly describe in the following paragraphs to contextualise
the problem I am trying to address within this study.
In 2008, I was hired to conduct an Environmental Impact Assessment for six
independent ecotourism projects within a natural protected area. This area had been
considered of great environmental and cultural significance by UNESCO, resulting in
its designation as a World Heritage Site.
The development of the EIA was sponsored by a local government which had
previously promoted the establishment of ecotourism projects to enhance the
protection of the area and provide new development opportunities for the local
community. Such projects were envisaged within sections of the protected area
previously designated as agricultural land under the existing Local Development
Plan. Interested landowners were convinced by the local government that
ecotourism was the best development alternative according to their financial needs.
During the EIA consultation process with the landowners and representatives of the
local government however, I recognised that a series of issues could undermine the
implementation of the projects and hence, the ecological integrity of the area based
on the interests and attitudes of the proponents. For example, most landholders had
no clear idea what ecotourism meant and which activities were involved, or what
were the socio-economic and cultural implications of these projects for their
lifestyles.
Furthermore, project proponents were of sub-urban or rural heritage, owners
of land within the protected area who in the past performed farming operations and
had little or no understanding of how to run a tourism enterprise. Most of them had
little knowledge about how these tourism activities would impact, positively and/or
negatively, on the environment, their lives and the overall wellbeing of the protected
area. These considerations made me question how ecotourism had been
conceptualised under the Mexican development discourse of sustainability,
conservation and natural resources management and, why ecotourism had been
widely promoted by local governments as the best development strategy to improve
the lifestyle of local communities which had never been involved in such projects?.
On the other hand, the complexity of the EIA legislative and methodological
xiv
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requirements, the bureaucratic procedures of EIA submission and approval process,
the lack of clear assessment methodologies and guidelines, made me reflect on how
the EIA process for conservation-oriented activities, like ecotourism, could be
improved and which components of this process required further analysis and
research to tackle the environmental and social outcomes of these activities?
Furthermore, if these instruments failed to identify potential impacts, which other
alternatives could be used? I thought that while investigating these issues within the
Mexican system I could compare it against another in which I had previous
experience and knowledge.
My previous academic experience in Australia helped me to decide how to
approach this problem and decided to use the NSW impact assessment (IA)
framework as a comparative model to address my concerns as IA instruments have
been globally incorporated into the environmental policy and legislation of most
countries and therefore, could provide a good point of comparison. At the same time,
these mechanisms have been highly and often criticised in both developed and
developing

countries

due

their

failure

to

achieve

their

aims.

xv

Chapter 1. Introduction

Chapter 1 Introduction
1.1 Identifying the problem
Ecotourism, as a concept and practice, has emerged out of the paradigms of
ecological modernisation and sustainable development over the last 30 years.
Ecotourism has been widely claimed to bring sustainable development goals
together with the ecological goals of sustainability by a) encouraging sustainable
livelihoods (Ceballos-Lascurain 1987,1996; Weaver 2001, Diamantis 2004; Donohoe
and Needham 2006; Zeppel 2006), b) generating employment opportunities (Gilbert
1997), and c) enhancing environmental and cultural conservation through better
funding

for

protected

area

management

(Butcher

2006;

CONANP 2007;

SEMARNAT-CONANP 2007; CBD-UNEP 2007; DECCW 2008a). Ecotourism,
however, is an umbrella term covering a broad range of practices and sharing a set
of modernist characteristics. For example, ecotourism assumes that environmental
problems are governable, and that sufficient wealth and leisure is required for
tourism to be viable. It also assumes there is a development pathway translated into
good socio-economic outcomes for tour operators while separating ‘social’ and
‘environmental’ impacts. It has also been heavily based in distinct, ‘protected’ areas
(Buckley 1990), although, ecotourism has spread into, botanical gardens, public
parks and other non-protected areas to encourage visitors to learn about the
environment and other sustainable development activities that are performed.
Sustainable development through ecotourism, however, has not been
sufficiently addressed indicating that issues still exist in relation to the assessment of
projects which often fail to integrate social and environmental needs within a more
holistic approach (Farquharson 1992; Buckley 1994; Wall 1997; Jain and
Courvisanos 2006; Poirier 2007; Head and Regnéll 2008; Stronza and Gordillo 2008;
Pardo 2008; Honey 2008; Tazim and Stronza 2009). In other words, they have often
not recognised the existing and mutually influential interrelationships between
environmental and social components when planning for ecotourism activities (see
Chapter 2 for further discussion).
Furthermore, there are tensions between social and ecological needs in both
developing and developed contexts. On the one hand, in developing countries like
Mexico, social needs are prominent; potentially leading to environmental degradation
1
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and social inequality, particularly among Indigenous groups. On the other hand,
developed countries like Australia have the strength of economic development but
are creating pressure on the environment resulting in some Indigenous people living
in third world conditions.
In this sense, ecotourism has been widely criticised because of its detrimental
economic, environmental and socio-cultural effects. Several case studies in both
developed and developing countries have shown that ecotourism projects have often
overlooked potential impacts due to the lack of careful planning and impact
evaluation (Buckley 1990, Farquharson 1992; Matthews 1993; Buckley 1994;
Warnken and Buckley 1998 Wall 1997; Zeppel 1998; Benkendorff 1999; Tuohino and
Hynonen 2001; Stronza 2001; Eagles et al. 2002; Ogutu 2002; Monteros 2002;
Newsome et al. 2012; Mbaiwa 2003; Waitt et al. 2003; West and Carrier 2004;
Navarro 2006; Figgis and Bushell 2007; Fuller et al. 2005, 2007; Hall et al. 2007;
Stronza and Gordillo 2008; Pardo 2008; Buckley 2009, Horton 2009) [see Chapter 2
for further review]. Economically speaking, in terms of revenue generated from
tourism, much of it is often retained by private tour operators (Mbaiwa 2003; Honey
2008) and, to a limited extent, by governments in the form of tax revenue, rather than
by the local communities in which the tourism resources are located. Social
structures could be at risk when proper codes of conduct are not in place to respect
and integrate traditional knowledge and living practices, as well as community voices
into the ecotourism decision-making process as Ogutu (2002), Barkin (2003), Fuller
et al. (2005 and 2007) and Poirier (2007) have found within Indigenous ecotourism
projects in Africa, Mexico and remote Australia. Public policies around the world have
influenced the development of ecotourism programs and projects, particularly in the
context of protected areas, seeking to enhance sustainable development practices
(Commonwealth of Australia 2004; CONANP 2007). However, as Pardo (2008) has
revealed, little success has been gained in comparison with the large number of
failed projects. Additionally, ecotourism can increase amenity access to pristine
areas which often brings large numbers of people to settle within isolated and
untouched locations increasing pressure on natural resources (Buckley 2005).
Impact Assessments (hereafter IAs) arose as part of the idea of sustainable
development and ecological modernisation as a preventive approach to predict
potential impacts through the generation of adequate information (Hollick 1981;
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Beattie 1995). The research on IA, in the forms of Environmental and Social Impact
Assessments in the context of tourism (EIA and SIA, respectively), has a long history
of debate in both developed (Commonwealth EPA 1994; Howitt 1995; Warnken and
Buckley 1998 Benkendorff 1999; Zubair et al. 2010) and developing countries
(Bojorques-Tapia 1989; Bojorquez-Tapia and Garcia 1998; Palerm and Aceves 2004;
O'Faircheallaigh 2007, 2010; Noteboom 2007; Sandham and Pretorius 2008;
Peterson 2010) due to their failure to address their promised goals. EIA and SIA
procedures, have played an essential role in identifying and assessing the potential
impacts of proposals before a decision is made as to whether the development or
project should proceed, and if so, under what conditions (see Chapter 2 for
discussion on the definitions of EIA/SIA). These procedures have become
mandatory in the environmental legislation of most developed and developing
countries both in response to the environmental crisis and as part of modern
discourses on environmental protection and management adopted in the late 1980s
(Mol and Sonnenfeld 2000). These discourses recognise the need to link economic
and environmental needs to ensure sustainable development in all aspects of human
life, balancing economic, environmental and social priorities.
In the case of ecotourism, projects have commonly been evaluated using
standardised IA methodologies (NSW Government 1979; SEMARNAP-INE 2000)
which have often ignored intrinsic operational problems that have substantial
environmental and socio-cultural impacts. For example, the adoption of conservation
programs, the implementation of monitoring and follow-up strategies, the promotion
of community participation, visitor environmental education and interpretation and, to
a greater extent, sustainable development practices, have not been examined during
the IA process. Current research has focused on the enhancement of EIA/SIA to
meet the challenges of sustainable development by demanding robust, scientifically
integrated and participatory decision-making while improving government support
and funding (Commonwealth EPA 1994; Beattie 1995, Manning In Diamantis 2004).
In response, the quality of EIAs has improved considerably in the last decade,
especially in the development of methodologies designed to improve the decisionmaking process by integrating biodiversity and cultural values and, enforcing efficient
EIA and SIA practices (Shepard 2005; Noteboom 2007; Sandham and Pretorius
2008; Peche and Rodríguez 2009; Monavari and Fard 2010). Substantial work has
3
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also been done in regards to assessing the quality of EISs as these reports
represent the practical evidence of the quality of the EIA/SIA (Raymond and Coates
2001; Peterson 2010; Põder and Lukki 2011). This work, however, has not been
expanded into the realms of ecotourism in which this study will make its contribution.
As previous paragraphs have presented, both ecotourism and IA have
originated from a capitalistic, technocratic and modernistic development discourse
promoting the idea of sustainability, however, sustainability through these
instruments is rarely addressed. For example, in the case of ecotourism, when this
instrument is planned as a sustainable development strategy, however, providing a
platform to promote mass tourism practices. And in the case of IA, they are often
seen as another bureaucratic procedure to get development consent, and not as a
tool to inform and educate society about potential environmental problems as it was
originally envisaged.

1.2 Basis for the comparative analysis
There is a lot to gain from comparing ecotourism EIA/SIA procedures in developing
and developed countries and, in this case, it could have important benefits for both
Australian and Mexican ecotourism planning and assessment practices, therefore
the comparison between Australia and Mexico is instructive for several reasons.
Environmental legislation and polices have influenced the transition of
countries towards becoming more sustainable (Lemos and Agrawal 2006). A
comparison of environmental and social impact assessments provides a unique
opportunity to analyse the on-ground gaps in the application of these mechanisms
(Glasson and Salvador 2000). An analysis of current planning and assessment
frameworks in both countries can also identify what these gaps are and therefore,
compare the application of these mechanisms in the case of ecotourism projects
(Diaz 2009).
Furthermore, Australia and Mexico are both considered to be of high
biodiversity value in terms of the number of endemic species, valuable ecosystems
and natural resources, which in turn, sees both countries among the top twenty
mega-diverse countries in the world (CONABIO 2006). For example, Australia
contains approximately 23,000 native vascular plant species, 85% of which are
endemic including 14 endemic flowering plant families representing early stages in
4
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the evolution of plants (DEST 1994 and Williams et al. 2001 cited in Pickering and
Hill 2007). Similarly, Mexico contains around 23,522 vascular plants (Villaseñor
2003) and 60-70% of the planet’s biodiversity (Mittermeier and Mittermeier 1992). In
addition, Australia and Mexico have the highest reptile diversities, globally (Flores
and Canseco 2004) while Mexico has the third highest number of mammal species
behind Indonesia and Brazil (Ceballos and Olivia 2005).
Moreover, tourism is one of the most profitable industries in both countries
generating substantial revenue to the national economy due to the high number of
national and international tourist arrivals (Commonwealth of Australia 2004; Garcia et
al. 2009). For example, the United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO)
estimated in 2009 that ecotourism grew to be 30% of adventure tourism, while its
share in global revenues from international tourism reached 10-15% (Ecotourism
Australia and Sustainable Tourism Australia 2010). In addition, foreign and national
tourists are discovering the extraordinary natural resources suggesting that the
nature-based tourism sector has substantially increased (Ceballos-Lascurain 1996 in
López-Espinosa 2002). For example, in Australia, tourism generates 3.7% of the
national GDP, 4.7% of total employment, and 10.4% of Australia’s exports
(Ecotourism Australia and Sustainable Tourism Australia 2010). Data from the 2009
International Visitor Survey (IVS) and the National Visitor Survey (NVS) recorded
nearly 3.31 million international tourists of which 2.2 million visited a national or state
park. In 2009, the Northern Territory and Tasmania had the highest rate of visitation
to national parks with 83% and 72% , respectively (Tourism Research Australia
2010), highlighting the importance of nature-based tourism for regional areas.
In comparison, the UNWTO showed that in 1996, Mexico was among the top
10 countries in international arrivals and tourism was one of the important leading
sources of foreign exchange and most important economic factors for the country.
Cerón and Sánchez (2009) found that in 2009, Mexico was the most visited country
in Latin America with 21 million (20%) international tourist arrivals and 89 million
(80%) national tourists travelling within the country. This popularity however, has
created significant pressure on local populations in terms of demand for tourist
services and infrastructure to provide high quality tourist attractions.
Finally, both countries have an important Indigenous heritage. In 2011 the
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) estimated that around 548,124 Aboriginal and
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Torres Strait Islanders reside within the Australian States and Territories comprising
2.55% of the total population (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011). Similarly, in
2010, the Instituto Nacional de Geografía e Informática (INEGI) 1 estimated that
around 6,913,362 Indigenous Mexicans reside within the 32 Mexican States
representing 6.15% of the total Mexican population (Instituto Nacional de Geografía
e Informática 2010). These numbers, although small in comparison to the proportion
of Non-Indigenous residents, represents an important cultural heritage, local
traditions, as well as languages and cultural manifestations. For example, in Mexico,
68 Indigenous languages with 364 variants pertaining to 11 linguistic families have
been reported (INALI 2009). In Australia, it has been considered that when the first
Western people arrived in Australia, there were around 360 Aboriginal languages but
today only 20 remain spoken as part of 14 linguistic families (ABS 1996; McConvell
and Thieberger 2001). In addition, both Aboriginal Australians and Indigenous
Mexicans have struggled against a Western society which has often undermined
their rights to the land, particularly through controversial joint management
agreements for protected land and sea and imperial views of development,
separated from Indigenous beliefs and traditional living practices (Howitt 1995; Smith
2001). These Indigenous groups have also struggled to identify alternative economic
and commercial development opportunities within the modernistic development
discourse of ecotourism which often favours economic development before
sustainable practices (Ogutu 2002; Barkin 2003; Howitt 2005; Brenner and Jobs
2006, Stronza and Gordillo 2008; Tazim and Stronza 2009).

1.3 Aims and objectives of the study
This study represents a unique opportunity to answer the question: could a critical
and comparative analysis of the on-ground impact assessment process for
ecotourism enterprises in Mexico and New South Wales, Australia (hereafter NSW)
improve the effectiveness and strengths of EIA/SIA procedures in these countries
using a case study approach? To answer this question, this study will pursue the
following objectives:
Analyse the IA governance and policy framework in Mexico and NSW and its

1

National Geography and Informatics Institute (acronym in Spanish).
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implications for ecotourism. This objective is addressed in Chapter 4;
Identify and evaluate the issues and constraints undermining the practice of
EIA and SIA for ecotourism and their success in meeting their proclaimed
goals. This objective is covered in Chapter 5;
Evaluate the quality of EIA and SIA procedures of four ecotourism case
studies in terms of identifying and assessing potential impacts. This objective
is addressed in Chapters 6 and 7;
Suggest ecotourism best practices based on the current operation and
management strategies of the four case studies to prevent future
environmental and social impacts. This objective is fulfilled in Chapter 6; and
Based on the analysis of the issues identified, provide strategies to enhance
the quality and effectiveness of EIA and SIA procedures for ecotourism. This
objective is considered in Chapter 8.

1.4 Scope of the study
Two discourses analysed in this study are the product of the concept of sustainable
development. The first is ecotourism, which is a commercial activity promoted for its
potential to improve environmental conservation, protected area management, as
well as to improve the socio-economic conditions of tour operators and local
communities in both developed and developing countries. The other are impact
assessments, which have been globally recognised as tools designed to prevent and
mitigate potential impacts by increasing planning, management and assessment
capacities, as well as providing first hand information about environmental and social
conditions.
These two discourses intersect in this study due to the issues that exist in
their implementation, particularly in areas of high biodiversity and heritage
significance such as protected areas. In this sense, acknowledging the rationale
behind the creation of these two discourses or tools for sustainable development to
understand its practical and on-ground implementation becomes important to
enhance their application and aim to clarify how to reduce negative and induce
positive impacts of ecotourism enterprises. This study relies on qualitative methods
of analysis to investigate how their implementation has been conducted in Australia
and Mexico. The use of such methods it is justified because they provide a close
7
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look at what the issues are from the perspective of different actors and tour
operators, allowing to gather first hand information and personal views of the issues
that may be affecting the quality of life, business expectations and socio-cultural
believes of individuals.

1.5 Thesis overview
The present document is divided into eight chapters. Chapter 1 presents an
introductory background to the existing problems in ecotourism planning and
assessment, as well as the aims and objectives I am intending to achieve through
this study.
In Chapter 2, the background and context to frame the issues concerned with
the performance of ecotourism EIA and SIA within Mexico and NSW are presented,
emphasising the role of ecotourism and impact assessment procedures as
sustainable development strategies and mechanisms to increase public consultation,
transparent decision-making, and environmental and heritage management.
Chapter 3 explains the methods used to gather and analyse the interviews
with key Australian and Mexican ecotourism planners and impact assessment
experts. It also explains how the comparative analysis of the four ecotourism case
studies was performed including the case studies selection criteria, the field work at
the project sites, interviews with tour operators and the review of EIS quality. In
addition, this chapter outlines the content analysis approach used to evaluate the IA
environmental legislation and policies based on the issues highlighted within the
literature review.
Chapter 4 analyses the environmental governance and legislative frameworks
in which impact assessment procedures have been set, as well as the different EIA
modalities in both countries. Emphasis has been placed on the issues of their
implementation to compare the existing gaps between the theory and practice.
Chapter 5 discusses the results from the interviews with representatives of
different sectors of the society in terms of the issues that exist in a) ecotourism
planning and management, b) ecotourism impact assessments, c) ecotourism
environmental governance and policy, d) partnerships in the generation of
ecotourism enterprises, and e) the role of certification mechanisms to promote best
practice principles.
8
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Chapter 6 provides the context in which each case study has been set,
including the environmental and cultural settings, the type and size of their
infrastructure, the advertised activities, the structured interviews with tour operators
and an analysis of each case study EIS to discuss the quality of the EIA/SIA process.
Chapter 7 discusses the findings of this study, stressing the areas where
improvement should be made and encouraged when a) developing ecotourism
impact assessments and b) re-evaluating the EIA/SIA legislative framework to
enhance the quality of the assessments and promote best sustainable practices
within the ecotourism sector.
Finally, the conclusions about the overall comparative analysis of EIA/SIA
procedures are presented in Chapter 8. Recommendations are made about how to
enhance the performance of IA procedures for ecotourism including the need for
social impact assessment guidelines and methodologies and more interdisciplinary
work as part of the environmental assessment policies, community participation and
post-SIA monitoring and follow-up strategies.
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Chapter 2 History and reality behind ecotourism and IA
2.1 Introduction
This chapter reviews important considerations behind the theory and practice of
ecotourism and impact assessments. It explores the theoretical debates behind the
concept of ecotourism to elucidate why it has been acclaimed as a fair, ethical and
responsible development strategy, and how environmental impact assessments have
evaluated this strategy within the case studies presented in this investigation. The
chapter is divided into five sections. Section 2.2 reviews the origins, principles, and
theoretical debates that have led to current ecotourism research. Section 2.3 reviews
the theory and practice of impact assessments and the issues behind their
application in the context of ecotourism. Section 2.4 explores the role of ecotourism
in protected areas and its implications for environmental conservation and socioeconomic development. Finally, section 2.5 presents an overall discussion of the
issues raised in this chapter.

2.2 Understanding ecotourism: origins, principles and theoretical
debates
Analysing the theory behind ecotourism is important because to understand the
issues that undermine its effective implementation we must first analyse the
principles in which this activity has been framed, clarify what has been considered as
ecotourism, and determine under what development discourses this activity
originated.
Ecotourism has been a direct product of a modernistic approach to
development where the sustainability discourse and other theoretical debates have
indirectly influenced its theory and practice. It is important to highlight that in this
context, development should be understood as the process of social and economic
progress in a society, and its ability to generate income through activities that
improve social living conditions in harmony with nature. This modernistic and
sustainable development discourse directly influenced the origin of ecotourism
during the late 1980s when the Brundtland Report criticised the existing natural
resources use and development models that had led to the extensive environmental
degradation and social inequality the world was experiencing (World Commission on
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the Environment 1987, cited in Wall 1997). Considered innovative, the sustainability
discourse expanded into all sectors of the developed and developing societies,
promoting a series of environmental and socio-cultural considerations that societies
needed to adopt to tackle current and future development needs (Brundtland 1987).
These considerations implied that environmental and social problems could not be
solved independently and a comprehensive and holistic approach was required to
tackle environmental issues while sustaining socio-economic growth (Brundtland
1987). In other words, ‘development should not only refer to economic matters but
should include social, environmental and ethical considerations such that its
measurement may integrate indicators of poverty, unemployment, inequality, and
self-reliance’ (Binns 1995, quoted by Mbaiwa 2003, p. 448).
The assumptions behind ecological modernisation and sustainability were
introduced into the tourism industry to protect the base on which this industry had
been built (Ceballos-Lascuráin 1986, 1997; Gilbert 1997; Weaver 2001). The
interests of the tourism industry in adopting sustainable development practices,
therefore, became valid considering that ‘the industry advertises and sells the
environment and the resources it provides as its product’ (Murphy 1994, quoted by
Diamantis 2004, p. 10). The sustainability discourse had been however, indirectly
influenced by profound economic, political, and scientific concerns since the early
1970s, which evolved into what has been referred to as the ecological modernisation
theory (hereafter EMT) (Seippel 2000). This theory was contextualised under the
notions of ‘prevention better than cure’ and ‘advancement through technology’
(Huber 1982; 1985 cited in Andersen and Massa 2000) promoting a global shift in
environmental policies from an environmental prohibition perspective which
dominated in the 1960s and 1970s to a more precautionary and preventive approach
that indirectly influenced the creation of ecotourism and other sustainable
development strategies. The modernisation discourse implied the use of scientific
and technological innovations recognising that economic development could not be
achieved without protecting the environment and vice versa (Mol 1995; Andersen
and Massa 2000; Mol and Sonnenfeld 2000; Spaargaren et al. 2000). Most
importantly, it suggested that government policies had to evolve to simultaneously
tackle environmental and social problems, subsequently minimising the upcoming
environmental crisis (Jänicke 1984, 1988, cited in Andersen and Massa 2000).
11

Chapter 2. History and reality behind ecotourism and IA

Advocates, such as Mol and Sonnenfeld (2000), argued that this concept emerged
as a combination of modernisation and neoliberalism to enable sustainable practices
among societies which in turn, could promote scientific and technological
improvements to achieve a better understanding of the links between environmental
and social processes. At the same time, Pataki (2009) argued that ecological
modernisation should be understood as a form of social reconstruction to adopt
environmentally friendly or environmentally-wise living conditions through more
sustainable practices.
The EMT critics, like York and Rosa (2003), have questioned whether
technological advances alone can achieve resource conservation and better
environmental protection, particularly if left to business self-regulation practices,
which is often the case in ecotourism. With this argument, York and Rosa have
challenged modernisation as a technocratic strategy for development and economic
growth based on regulatory standards implying that businesses are obliged to
promote sustainable practices for consumers to embrace and apply in their everyday
life. Similarly, Sonnenfeld (2000) argued that the ecological modernisation paradigm
is a ‘normative theory’ or ‘political program’ (Mol 1995 cited in Sonnenfeld 2000)
often seen as a technocratic way to manipulate socio-political systems through
environmental and social legislative requirements, which in turn, has promoted
inequality among certain sectors of society.
Accordingly, Spaargaren et al. (2000) has argued that such assumptions can
only be achieved in practice under specific socio-economic conditions, such as, ‘the
existence of a welfare state, advanced technological development, a state regulated
market economy and widespread environmental consciousness’ (p. 54). This
discourse assumed that, to achieve ecological modernisation and sustainable
development, a certain degree of economic stability and social equity had to be in
place along with an inclusive system of governance that supports such stability and
equity. In this sense, environmental governance was introduced as a theoretical
strategy that indirectly shaped the principles in which the notions of sustainability and
ecological modernisation operate within development strategies such as ecotourism.
In this sense, Lemos and Agrawal (2006) emphasised that the concept of
environmental governance implied ‘a set of regulatory processes, mechanisms and
organizational discourses through which political actors influenced environmental
12
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actions and outcomes’ (p. 298).
In this context, the concept of environmental governance is relevant because
governments and the tourism sector have promoted ecotourism as a sustainable
development alternative to mass tourism assuming that it can alleviate poverty,
promote sustainable development attitudes among marginalised communities and
enhance environmental conflict mediation (Sairinen 2010). Furthermore, ecotourism
has been regulated and controlled by governments through policies, programs and
legislation which are inevitably shaped by local politics, economies, cultures, and
social values relying greatly on the tour operator’s willingness to promote and adopt
sustainable practices to enhance conservation practices and achieve financial
success (Tazim and Stronza 2009).
In addition, environmental governance has become relevant for ecotourism in
developed and developing countries as it has influenced the creation of
environmental legislation and policies to control ecotourism activities, which in turn
have reshaped how society perceives and interacts with the environment and culture
through tourism experiences (Davidson and Frickel 2004).
Erkuz-Özturk and Erydin (2010) stressed that in order for the tourism industry
to become sustainable, it should be based on a system of environmental governance
that relies on the construction of working networks between tour operators, tourism
organisations and government agencies to increase environmental awareness and
ethical behaviour. In response, partnerships created among interested groups can
increase the outcomes of tourist initiatives in terms of revenue and employment
opportunities within global markets and improve conservation funding and
management (Buckley 2002a, 2004b).
Ecotourism, therefore, can adopt a wide range of forms under the scope of
different socio-economic and political development priorities. For example, in
developed countries like Australia, a high level of socio-economic development has
been achieved partially because of a strict and rigorous government system where
basic living needs are fulfilled for the majority of the population (i.e. housing,
transportation, employment, health, and human rights, among others). The
integration of environmental discourses within the society has informed an
environmental governance system based on reachable development goals and
effective statutory standards (Commonwealth EPA 1994).
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In developing countries like Mexico, however, socio-economic development
has been only partially achieved because the above mentioned basic needs have
not been fulfilled for the majority of society (Sangines 2005). For example, the
Consejo Nacional de Evaluación2 (CONEVAL, acronym in Spanish) and the Instituto
Nacional de Geografía e Informática3, (INEGI, acronym in Spanish) estimated that in
2012, 46.2 % of the population in Mexico (48.8 million people), was living in
moderate and extreme poverty conditions, representing a 10% (4 million people)
increase since 2008. In addition, 20.6% of the population (23.2 million people) had
no education, 60.7% (68.3 million people) had no social security, 31.8% (35.8 million
people) had no access to health services, and 24.1% (28 million people) had
difficulties accessing food and other subsistence resources (CONEVAL, 2010). If we
add to these figures the fact that development goals are often set to favour those
from upper classes who can significantly contribute to the economic growth of the
national economy through taxes and political donations, the majority of the
population ‘survives’ in marginal conditions characterised by unemployment, illiteracy
and poor health. In this matter, Sangines (2005) argued that although development
policies were created to increase socio-economic development, reduce poverty and
promote social justice, basic living conditions have yet to be adequately addressed.
In this sense, comparing Australian and Mexican environmental governance could
provide important information for understanding current sustainability and impact
assessment debates to adopt more sustainable living practices (see Chapter 4). This
however, is not a simple task and requires a complex and interdisciplinary discussion
as environmental governance is an ongoing process, constantly reshaping how
political systems deal with socio-cultural challenges and their environmental
outcomes, thereby requiring greater funding and expertise. For example, in
developing countries, environmental governance requires more than financial and
institutional support to be embedded within the society. It requires active behavioural
changes to acknowledge the actual value of the environment and understand the
effect that irresponsible development activities are inflicting upon it (Palerm and
Aceves 2004). Ethical considerations, however, need to be taken into account when
adopting more sustainable behaviours and hence, becoming effectively engaged in

2
3

Mexican National Assessment Council
National Geography and Informatics Institute
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environmental and cultural conservation through ecotourism activities.
2.2.1 Ecotourism principles
Hector Ceballos-Lascuráin, a Mexican architect, was one of the first academics to
integrate the sustainable development principles into tourism by using the word
ecotourism to refer to a form of tourism that had to be ecologically sensitive and
conservation oriented. Ceballos-Lascuráin (1986) strongly believed that tourism
activities could provide a means to protect extensive areas of high biodiversity value
in the Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula if these were carefully planned and responsibly
managed. He also alleged that this form of tourism could generate substantial
economic benefits for tour operators if they were willing to participate in the
conservation of these areas. The concept of ecological tourism, therefore, was
framed under several core principles influenced by the notion of sustainable
development and the ecological modernisation theory with its application regulated
and enforced by an environmental governance system (see Table 2.1). These
principles identified a series of conditions that this tourism model should adopt to
become sustainable and conservation oriented (Fennell 1999). Firstly, activities
should be nature-based, assuming that tourism operations would occur mainly within
natural landscapes, particularly in protected areas. Secondly, activities had to be
managed sustainably to support biodiversity conservation and protection, assuming
that tour operations would adopt environmentally responsible and socially ethical
practices for adequate environmental and heritage management.
Table 2.1 Core principles of ecotourism
Principle
Nature-based activity
Sustainable and responsible practices
for environmental conservation
Beneficial socio-economic and cultural
development of local people

Outcomes
Performed within natural areas
Increase funding or supporting conservation work actively
involving participants in conservation projects
Work with and assist communities to earn their living while
protecting what is valuable for them through active
community participation in decision-making processes
Education and interpretation of natural Provide an information-rich experience where learning
and cultural values
should be enjoyable and influence visitor’s perception
Low impact and non-degrading
Promote small groups rather than mass numbers,
emphasising quality instead of quantity
Source: Modified from Ceballos-Lascuráin 1987, 1997; Buckley 1994; Gilbert 1997; Weaver 2001;
Diamantis 2004 and Honey 2008.
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Thirdly, ecotourism activities should aim to enhance the socio-economic living
conditions of both tour operators and local inhabitants, assuming that operations
considered the economic benefits, as well as the mechanism to achieve them,
promoting fair working conditions, transparent cash flow and local retention of
revenue, as well as ethical marketing behaviours. Fourthly, ecotourism activities
should have the capacity to increase visitor’s environmental and cultural education,
meaning that operations had to provide tourists with useful knowledge about the
significance of the destination.
Finally, minimal negative impact on both the environmental and socio-cultural
components of the tourist destinations should be envisaged, suggesting that
ecotourism activities had to provide the means to avoid permanent damage
(Ceballos-Lascuráin 1997). In addition to Ceballos-Lascuráin, several experts in the
topic began to add other principles to the notion of ecotourism to increase its
capacity to deliver the goals of sustainable development. For example, Gilbert (1997)
argued that ecotourism implied quality rather than quantity, as well as small rather
than large, i.e. operations had to promote the participation of small groups and more
educated visitors differing from those in mass tourism operations which often
involved large numbers of tourists with no interest in the environmental or cultural
values of the tourism destinations.
Other advocates such as Buckley (1994), Weaver (2001), Fennell and
Dowling (2003), Diamantis (2004), Drumm et al. (2004) and Drumm and More (2005)
have argued that ecotourism practices must consider the impacts on the natural
environment, requiring a certain level of initial planning and management to
acknowledge which components of the environment could be affected. Today, these
principles are fundamental in what has been described by Honey (2008), as real,
authentic or genuine ecotourism, broadly understood as a travel oriented activity with
the power to improve environmental conservation through increased financial
revenue and capable of enhancing the socio-economic conditions of tour operators
and the local community in which these practices are performed (Ceballos-Lascurain
1996; Pinto 2000; Honey 2008). In other words, ecotourism should be envisaged as
a business strategy capable

of

delivering both the socio-economic

and

environmental goals of sustainability.
Unfortunately, this idea has undergone many interpretations creating a variety
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of definitions according to the sectors promoting the activities (Donohoe and
Needham 2006). Reviewing official government and consultancy documents for both
Australia and Mexico has shown that a wide range of definitions of ecotourism are
used indistinguishably depending on the understanding of different interest groups
(see Table 2.2). For example, environmental organizations have generally stressed
that ecotourism implies nature-based, sustainably managed, conservation-oriented,
and environmentally educational (Ceballos-Lascurain 1996; Pinto 2000, Drumm and
More 2005; CBD-UNEP 2007). The tourism industry, on the other hand, has focused
more on the business aspect, treating ecotourism as equivalent to any form of
nature-based tourism with the purpose of increasing tourist visitation and business
revenue, but, with limited consideration of the environment (Tourism and Transport
Forum 2008). Government bodies have envisaged ecotourism as a strategy to
alleviate poverty, create jobs and promote community development alternatives,
particularly within areas of high Indigenous/rural population (Secretariat on the
Convention of Biological Diversity 2004; SEMARNAT-CONANP 2007; CBD-UNEP
2007; Australian Government 2011; Australian Government and Tourism Australia
2012). A problem of interpretation and conceptualisation, however, is evident as
many terms are extensively used opportunistically under the rubric of ecotourism
(Honey 2008). For example, nature-based tourism, sustainable tourism, bio-tourism
and geotourism all have been used indistinguishably although they are not
synonymous with ecotourism.
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Table 2.2 Definitions of ecotourism found in the reviewed literature
Author
Ceballos-Lascurain
(1987)

Definition
Travelling to relatively undisturbed or uncontaminated natural areas with
the specific objective of studying, admiring, and enjoying the scenery and
its wild plants and animals, as well as any existing cultural manifestations
(both past and present) found in these areas.

Approach
Conservation approach emphasising the understanding
and education of the environmental and cultural
manifestations of the destinations.

Ziffer (1989)

Form of tourism inspired primarily by the natural history of an area,
including its indigenous cultures where appreciation, participation and
sensitivity take place.

Tourism approach aiming to experience the natural
environment and encouraging respect for indigenous
values.

Ecotourism Society
(1991)

Purposeful travel to natural areas to understand the culture and natural
history of the environment, taking care not to alter the integrity of the
ecosystem, while producing economic benefits.

Conservation approach implying some degree of socioeconomic benefit, but with no reference to who will
benefit the most, the tourism industry or local
populations.

The National
Ecotourism Strategy
(1994)

Nature based tourism that involves education and interpretation of the
natural environment and is managed to be ecologically sustainable.

This definition recognises that ‘natural environment’
included cultural components and that ‘ecologically
sustainable’ involves an appropriate return to the local
community and long term conservation of the resource.

The International
Ecotourism Society
(2000)

Responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and
improves the wellbeing of local people.

Conservation approach with the capacity to improve the
living standards of local populations while engaging in
conservation practices.

Honey (2008)

Travel to pristine, fragile, and usually protected areas that strive to be low
impact and (often) small scale, educate the travellers, provide funds for
conservation, directly benefit the economic development and political
empowerment of local communities, and foster respect for different
cultures and human rights.

Conservation approach including the use of protected
areas to promote economic benefits, which can improve
local living standards and sustainable forms of
governance.

Ecotourism Australia
(2010)

Ecologically sustainable tourism with a primary focus on experiencing
natural areas fostering environmental and cultural understanding,
appreciation and conservation.
Source: Adapted from Ziffer, 1989; Goodwin 1996; Ceballos-Lascurain 1996; Pinto 2000; Honey
accessed on 13-11-2010).

Tourism approach incorporating the idea of sustainability
in our travel while helping to achieve environmental
conservation.
2008, and Ecotourism Australia (www.ecotourism.org.au,
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Alternative forms of tourism (see Figure 2.1), such as ecotourism, differ from mass
tourism mainly because they share the use and appreciation of nature as the main
component for their attractions, often not envisaged in conventional tourism
activities. Ecotourism activities are usually passive, implying simple walks, boat trips,
and photographic safaris (see Table 2.3). Other activities have been adopted under
the rubric of ecotourism but related to other forms of alternative tourism practices,
such as adventure tourism including scuba diving, rock climbing, rappel and
kayaking. These activities rely on the skills of participants and require special
equipment. These ecotourism-like activities could educate and increase visitor’s
perception and learning about the natural and cultural environment, as well as
contributing to environmental and heritage conservation, but this is often not the
case. Other activities, like eco-spas are a new and small version of sport centres and
sporting clubs often performed within indoor or outdoor areas involving physical
activities such as yoga, massage or other spiritual activities like meditating with the
purpose of relaxation and enjoyment but often advertise as ecotourism. They are
also increasingly offered as a way to diversify tourism in the face of climate change
as they are not weather dependent. These activities aim to increase guests’ fitness
and mental health but their link to environmental protection, education and
appreciation of the natural environment and promotion of sustainable practices
remains unclear. Other activities, such as hunting and fishing also remain contested
as whether they can be considered as ecotourism (Weaver and Lawton 2007).
This diversity of discourses and practices included in the conceptualization
and understanding of ecotourism has indirectly promoted the ‘green washing’ of the
industry, a phenomenon characterised by the theoretical adoption of the principles of
ecotourism as a front for advertised activities and marketing strategies where the tag
'eco' has become synonymous with responsible consumerism (Honey 2008). In this
regard, Honey (2008) has argued that the growth of sustainable forms of tourism has
been enhanced by the promotion of new ‘environmentally friendly’ products such as
more efficient energy technologies. According to Honey (2008), however, such
activities usually do not make fundamental changes from conventional and mass
tourism practices, and the adoption of responsible and sustainable activities because
in many cases they were done for economic rather than environmental purposes,
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The use of low energy-efficient infrastructure and low-water consumption devices,
actually save the business money, with the promotion of the environmental benefits a
bonus. While the adoption of the sustainability and modernisation assumptions into
the tourism industry has been deeply rooted in government development initiatives
(Pardo 2008), practice has shown that this has not been enough to achieve what
ecotourism advocates have envisaged: the conservation of biodiversity, increased
environmental awareness and sustainable development.

Figure 2.1 Forms of alternative tourism in which ecotourism has been traditionally included. Each of
these activities are considered under the rubric of alternative tourism because they do not follow the
ideals of traditional mass tourism but try to raise awareness and educate tourists about responsible
and just ways of travelling and visiting new places and cultures. However, activities like Nature
tourism and ecotourism are generally thought as synonyms by many authors (Source: Adapted from
Godfrey 1996).
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Table 2.3 Activities commonly advertised as ecotourism
Activity
Definition
Wildlife watching
Appreciation of wildlife in their
natural environment.

Examples
Observance of turtles, dolphins,
whales, birds and other native
animals within national parks

Bush walking
and trekking

Walking through different
ecosystems for the appreciation of
nature and its landscapes

Mountain, deserts and coastal walks
exploring the local biodiversity

Historic tours

Visits to heritage sites to
experience the culture and history
of host communities

Indigenous spiritual sites, aboriginal
centres, historic monuments, local
villages

Nature photography

Admiring and photographing nature
and all its components

Photography safaris

Scuba diving,
snorkelling and
cave diving*

Exploration and appreciation of
submerged aquatic environments
using specific gear

Exploring deep sea, coral reefs,
cenotes4, and other submerged
environments

Rafting*

Riding boats in rapids, rivers and
other water bodies.

Experiencing waterfalls, rapids and
other dangerous water courses

Kayaking*

Use of kayaks to explore aquatic
ecosystems

Experiencing the excitement of
waterways and other water bodies
within national parks

Mountaineering*

Exploring mountains and their
particular landscapes using specific
gear

Alpinism, rock climbing,
canyoneering and rappel

Horse riding*

Use of horses to explore terrestrial
ecosystems

Riding horse through highlands

Hang gliding*

Use of gliders to fly and explore
specific earth landscapes

Gliding over the Grand Canyon

Eco-spas

Health brand of tourism with the
purpose of leisure and relaxation

Yoga, massage, meditation, sauna
and other health and fitness oriented
activities

NOTE: * These activities often include elements of both ecotourism and adventure tourism
Source: Commonwealth of Australia 2004; Mexican Adventure Tourism and Ecotourism
Association, A.C. (www.amtave.org/actividades.htm, Accessed 20-06-2012).

4

The term CENOTE refers to underwater caves or sinkholes resulting from the collapse of limestone
bedrock that exposes groundwater underneath often connected by a series of tunnels and filled up
with fresh and brackish water. These underwater caves became a source of fresh water source for the
Mayans and used as spiritual sites to sacrifice people and animals to pray to the gods for rain, food
and shelter. Today, these places have become important tourist attractions for divers and the scientific
community has increased their interest as it represents one of the most exotic micro-habitats in the
world (Munro and Melo-Zurita 2011).
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Part of the uncertainty concerning the fit between ‘tourism and sustainability’ is linked
to definitional issues (Wheeler 1991). Limited clarity concerning what constitutes
tourism products, services, activities, markets and stakeholders makes assigning
responsibility for sustainability initiatives challenging (Shaw and Williams 2002 and
Urry 1995 in Williams and Ponsford 2009). Sustainable development represents a
complex and interrelated set of modernistic ideas requiring science and
technological improvements as well as changes in people’s perception and
behaviours about the environment and development patterns. These ideas, however,
are often seen as separate in the eyes of an industry that prioritises economic profits
before environmental protection (Barkin 2003, Brenner and Jobs 2006, Cater 2006).
This debate has prompted questions about what should be sustained for the longterm viability of the tourism industry, bearing in mind that definitions of sustainability
vary according to the place and culture where it is envisaged which in turn, has
contributed to an increased body of research on ecotourism within the academic
literature (Weaver and Lawton 2007).
Substantial research has focused on a) ecotourism’s definition and
operational framework (Buckley 1994, Jain and Courvisanos 2006), b) its
contribution to sustainable development (Farquharson 1992, Wall 1997), c) as a
mechanism to increase socio-economic development and alleviate poverty (Barkin
2003, Azcárate 2006), and d) as a tool to promote community involvement and
Indigenous rights (Ogutu 2002; Mbaiwa 2003; Brenner and Jobs 2006; Poirier 2007;
Fuller et al. 2005, 2007; Pardo 2008; Stronza and Gordillo 2009). Research on the
impacts of ecotourism on the natural environment has been substantial. The work of
Ralf Buckley in this regard deserves special attention (Buckley 1990, 2003, 2004a,
2004b, 2005, 2009). Research on the role of ecotourism in protected areas
management as a contributor to environmental conservation has also increased
(Barkin 2003; Beyer et al. 2005; Blangya and Mehtac 2006; Pickering and Hill 2007;
Almeyda et al. 2010; Pickering 2010 and Zambrano et al. 2010).
In terms of the ecotourism definition, more than two decades have passed
since the word ecotourism was coined but still no consensus has been reached
about its full meaning and which activities represent the concept (Donohoe and
Needham 2006). It is important to clarify that the aim of this study is not to pursue an
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authentic or ideal definition of ecotourism nor to re-conceptualise the idea of
ecotourism but to analyse the principles and assumptions behind this concept and
how different interpretations have contributed to develop different activities and
attitudes towards it and therefore, understand and identify the gaps in the application
of impact assessments. In this sense, Buckley (1994) has argued that ecotourism is
a ‘complex paradox’ involving different sets of actors, aims and discourses which
inevitably influence its effectiveness to become a development strategy. He has
strongly suggested the importance of an ecotourism framework to pursue
sustainable practices, where a series of social, economic and environmental
characteristics have to be in place to be effective. Similarly, Jain and Courvisanos
(2006) have explored other frameworks to achieve sustainable tourism practices by
analysing Costa Rica’s ecotourism boom.
In terms of its contribution to sustainable development, Farquharson (1992)
has argued that ecotourism has often failed to achieve this principle due to the lack
of rigorous mechanisms to enforce sustainable tourism practices among tourism
proposals as it has been the case of Mexico and other developing countries. Wall
(1997) has argued that there is a cumulative relationship between tourism, the
environment, and socio-economic development, stressing that for tourism to
contribute to sustainable development, its concept and operation requires economic
feasibility, ecologic sensitiveness, and cultural appropriateness.
Noteboom (2007) stressed that transforming people’s living behaviour
towards adopting more sustainable living practices requires more than statutory
mechanisms but cultural and ethical changes in people’s lifestyles to re-balance the
human-environment relationship. Noteboom, however, has argued that population
growth has reached a critical point in which Wall’s characteristics may not be
achieved posing an immense challenge for

today’s society to accomplish more

sustainable living practices. Pardo (2008) argued that in Mexico, even though the
discourse of sustainability has been deeply embedded within ecotourism
development policies, the reality has shown otherwise where these policies have
concentrated on regulating the type and scale of tourism infrastructure but have
overlooked their potential impact over the livelihood of local communities.
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In terms of the socio-economic development of local populations, it is important to
highlight that this thesis will not discuss the factors affecting the socio-economic
development of each country, but will analyse why ecotourism has been promoted as
a strategy to achieve this goal in the case of Australia and México.
For example, Barkin (2003) argued that although ecotourism has been
envisaged as a strategy to increase socio-economic development of local
populations and achieve conservation goals, external tour operators have often
conducted this activity leaving no revenues within the ecotourism destinations. This
is the case of the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve in Mexico where the lack of
effective planning has promoted ecotourism activities without considering the needs
and interests of the local inhabitants not involved in ecotourism activities, and they in
turn have engaged in illegal forest logging practices as their only mean to fulfil basic
living needs. Similar findings have been reported by Azcárate (2006) who argued
that an exacerbated social inequality exists due to global ecotourism policies within
the Ria Celestun Biosphere Reserve. Local inhabitants, however, have been affected
by the decree of the biosphere reserve restricting their access for subsistence use of
the natural resources. Their living conditions and practices have been described as
underdeveloped (i.e. living in tin-made houses, polluting the estuary, engage in
illegal activities). In contrast, ‘eco-hotels and restaurants are built on protected
coastal endemic dunes, restaurants in the area do not respect protected species
when meeting tourist demands and boat rides to admire the pink flamingo disturb
and endanger this species’ (p. 108). Stronza and Gordillo (2008) argued that
‘ecotourism rarely replaces other relatively destructive activities, but instead
contributes to environmental degradation’ (p. 450) while discussing the social and
economic effects of community based ecotourism enterprises in the Peruvian
Amazon.
In regards to the involvement and participation of the local communities
through ecotourism, Weaver and Lawton (2007) have argued that, despite the
increasing level of institutional recognition, particularly within developing countries,
little research has been done on this topic. In these countries, government agencies,
organisations and the tourism sector have lobbied for this activity to promote local
involvement for environmental management mostly because this activity has been
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envisaged for its potential to promote community empowerment and ownership
within Indigenous communities, increase conservation outcomes and enhance the
quality of life of the local populations. However, Ogutu (2002) discovered that,
although ecotourism projects in the Eselenkei Amboseli ecosystem in Kenya have
promoted community participation in environmental management, such initiatives
have induced social inequality and cultural transformation, enhancing the socioeconomic gap between those who participate in ecotourism ventures and those who
not.
In terms of ecotourism being an educational tool and driver for environmental
consciousness, research on this topic, while growing, is currently limited (Dhakal and
Alonso 2009; Higgins-Desbiolles 2009). For example, Dhakal and Alonso (2009)
discovered that community partnership and environmental education in Mexico can
be fostered through ecotourism using alternative channels and methods for teaching
ecotourists about the relevance of the environment and biodiversity. Similarly,
Higgins-Desbiolles (2009) has argued that Aboriginal ecotourism enterprises in
Australia can cultivate environmental consciousness and sustainable practices in
non-Indigenous tourists who are looking for more traditional and authentic tourist
experiences while learning about the importance of nature through Indigenous
voices and practices.
Finally, ecotourism has often been praised as environmentally and socially
benign where small-scale activities under the rubric of ‘nature tourism’, ‘alternative
tourism’ and ‘ecotourism’ have been often seen as beneficial, responsible, and
ethical, without producing substantial impacts. However, Honey (2008) emphasises
that this is a far bigger problem than some forms of mass tourism, particularly when
the term is used as a slogan for marketing strategies driven by profit motives. In this
sense, research on the environmental and social impacts of ecotourism has been
substantial which I will discuss in the following sections.
2.2.2 Environmental impacts of ecotourism
Environmental impacts of ecotourism have been well documented by several experts
(Buckley 1994; Beattie 1995; Warnken and Buckley 1998; Ashley et al. 2003;
Buckley 2007, 2009; Figgis and Bushell 2007; Pickering and Hill 2007; Pickering
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2010; Newsome et al. 2012). Environmental impacts of tourism developments in
coastal zones and the use of recreational vehicles have resulted in beach and dune
erosion, decreased diversity in native vegetation, loss of species diversity, water
pollution and the generation of large amounts of solid waste (Warnken and Buckley
1998; Mosisch and Arthington, in Buckley 2004e). Wetlands have been lost with
significant ramifications for biodiversity and for other economic sectors such as
fishing and agriculture (Figgis and Bushell 2007). Semi-arid and arid lands have
become a drawcard for tourism but the increasing accessibility of outback areas has
the potential to generate significant impacts as observed by Ashley et al. (2003) in
the case of Mungo National Park and reiterated by this study (pers. obs., 2011).
Alpine areas attract many recreational activities such as skiing in winter and bush
walking and horse riding in summer threatening the integrity and structure of soils,
plants and their interactions (Pickering and Hill 2007; Newsome et al. 2012). It is
important to highlight, that the contribution of Buckley has been fundamental in this
area. His work on the environmental impacts of a wide range of ecotourism activities
from motorboat use in a large number of water ecosystems to camping, horse riding,
trampling and trekking in several terrestrial ecosystems deserves significant attention
(2004a). In addition, Buckley’s contribution to understanding these impacts within
protected and world heritage areas and the role of partnerships highlights current
management trends in Australia (Buckley 2002a, 2004b). In this sense, Buckley has
argued that partnerships between the government and the tourism industry should
be carefully analysed to effectively manage commercial tour operations and reduce
potential impacts, as such alliances could indirectly induce further impacts if
management objectives and conservation priorities are not carefully addressed. In
the case of Mexico, and as result of lack of jobs and economic revenue from
ecotourism enterprises, local communities have engaged in illegal forest logging and
other extractive activities threatening the integrity of forests and indirectly affecting
Monarch Butterflies populations (Barking 2003).
2.2.3 Social impacts of ecotourism
The socio-economic and cultural impacts of ecotourism have received substantial
research on the causes of these impacts and how they could be prevented (Ogutu
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2002; Mbaiwa 2003; Zeppel 2006; Buckley 2005; Fuller et al. 2005, 2007; Honey
2008; Stronza and Gordillo 2008; Tazim and Stronza 2009; Almeyda 2010). In terms
of the socio-economic and cultural impacts of ecotourism, Honey (2008) has argued
that any type of tourism can have impacts on several components of the social
structure of the host communities. For example, Ogutu (2002) and Mbaiwa (2003)
have observed in African case studies that changes in individual behaviour, family
relationships, moral conduct and creative expression, as well as changes to religious
ceremonies and community organisation are the product of unbalanced access to
financial resources and leakage of ecotourism profits to external tour operators.
Fuller et al. (2005) argued that ineffectively planned ecotourism ventures in the
Northern Territory that do not provide mechanisms for including the community in the
decision-making process, have the potential to reshape the socio-cultural framework
of the community as a whole thereby affecting the social structure, traditions and
cultural manifestations and transforming existing relationships of nationality, class
and gender. To avoid the disruption of the social structure, it is crucial that local
communities become involved in all steps of the planning and development of
ecotourism. In this matter, Zeppel (2006) has argued that ‘to benefit local
communities and be socially sustainable, ecotourism must foster environmental and
cultural understanding, appreciation and conservation’ (Zeppel 2004, cited in
Diamantis 2004, p. 16). Poirier (2007), however, has argued that ‘for Western
cultures, the primary value of the environment is economic. For Aboriginal people,
however, the environment has an intrinsic value based not only on its uses for
humans but also on its social or spiritual role and purpose’ (p. 357). With this claim,
Poirier identifies ecotourism more as a dominant discourse which imposes an
‘imperial view on the landscape totally divorced from the meaning derived by
indigenous experiences’ than as a driver for cultural understanding (p. 351).
Furthermore, Buckley (2005) stated that ecotourism highlights a concern of many
conservationists where impacts in pristine places occur due to the immigration of
people seeking quiet and unpopulated areas. He also stresses that ecotourism is
usually part of the broader process of urbanisation and so too are the impacts, which
introduce new pressures on resource use and spread the impacts beyond urbanised
areas through the construction of sewage systems, hotels, shops, gas stations and
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other amenities. It is clear that the growing trend in nature-based tourism will
intensify pressures on the natural and social capital. Ecotourism therefore, has the
potential to be positive or negative depending on the degree of planning and the
management procedures that are in place to mitigate the impacts of proposed
activities and the ethical behaviour of both tourists and tour operators when visiting
ecotourism destinations (Fuller et al. 2007, Tovar and Lockwood 2008).
Other issues regarding the socio-economic and cultural impacts of tourism
relate to the economic level of host communities and the cultural differences
between hosts and guests that can exacerbate existing negative interrelationships
among hosts. Such encounters have the ability to change cultural values and social
behaviours. Gibson (2010) has argued that host communities are usually visited by
tourists who bring strong currencies and spend without realising that local people do
not have the same chances and opportunities, creating envy and social instability.
Degrading the status of local inhabitants working in ecolodges as pool cleaners, or
room service personnel, into merely employees under the Western development
discourse also causes dissent. Howitt (2005) has argued that under the Western
development

discourse,

Indigenous

populations

have

been

marginalised.

Consequently, tension among local inhabitants is created and promotes social
conflicts within affected groups.
When tourists arrive at the ecotourism destination, they bring different beliefs,
values and behaviours influencing the contact they have with the host population
(Zeppel 1998; Gibson 2010). These issues intensify when not only tourism but other
development strategies clash with Aboriginal/Indigenous cultural or spiritual beliefs
challenging the Western way of perceiving the environment as a recreational
playground or resource-oriented space compared to the Indigenous view of nature
as hunting, gathering and living grounds (Howitt 2005; Adams in press).
2.2.4 The role of ecotourism in protected areas management
This study aims to analyse the effectiveness of IA procedures for on-ground
ecotourism operations within or adjacent to protected areas, therefore, discussing
the role of ecotourism as a strategy to enhance the management of these areas is
relevant for this study as it provides important considerations for understanding the

28

Chapter 2. History and reality behind ecotourism and IA

issues behind IA for conservation oriented activities such as ecotourism. Protected
areas (PAs) have been defined by the IUCN World Commission on Protected Areas
(WCPA) as:
Geographical spaces, recognised, dedicated and managed, through legal or other effective
means, to achieve the long-term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem services
and cultural values (IUCN, 2008).

As per the definition, the aim of PAs is to protect and preserve the natural and
cultural environments for the benefit of human kind and the preservation of
ecosystem services (Buckley 2004d; IUCN 2008). To achieve this aim, substantial
financial support is needed to manage biodiversity and heritage protection within
these areas. The reality however, is that government support is often scarce and
other sources of financial aid are required to fulfil these goals. In this sense,
ecotourism was partially created to fill this gap providing additional revenue to
enhance conservation strategies and directly contribute to the overall management
and administration of these areas (Ceballos-Lascuraín 1986). It was rapidly
understood that these areas could also provide the necessary natural and cultural
attractions for tourists to enjoy while increasing environmental protection (Eagles et
al. 2002).
Today, although ecotourism had its genesis in protected areas, its practice is
no longer exclusively in these areas operating in public and private domains that
have high biodiversity values (Buckley 1990). This boom has made ecotourism the
fastest growing sector within the tourism industry bringing millions of tourists to these
areas (Blangya and Mehtac 2006). This boom has also been credited with the idea
that ecotourism may enhance authorities’ capacity to strengthen law enforcement
and thus reduce pressures on natural resources, as local populations would no
longer depend exclusively on traditional forms of resource use (Ceballos-Lascuraín
1996). In this matter, ecotourism has been seen by protected area managers as
means to increase the economic value of protected areas and to offer sustainable
opportunities for the economic development of the people living therein (Buckley
2002; Figgis and Bushell 2007; Pickering 2010; Newsome et al. 2012). Ecotourism
has been also envisaged because it can provide better sectoral linkages, reduce
leakage of benefits out of the country, create local employment, and foster
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sustainable development practices (Diamantis, 2004; Drumm et al. 2004, Drumm
and More 2005; CBD-UNEP 2007; Honey, 2008). From a conservation perspective,
ecotourism can increase funds for natural areas protection and management,
enhance local and tourist awareness of biodiversity and conservation issues,
discourage local people from unsustainable livelihoods, and promote active
partnerships between the tourism industry and park managers (Tazim and Stronza
2009). From a development perspective, it may reduce poverty by stimulating
business development and job creation compatible with biodiversity conservation,
enhance local services, and through improved education, empower local people to
advocate for the protection of the natural environment (Buckley 2009; Newsome et
al. 2012).
When discussing ecotourism and protected areas however, it is inevitable to
think of the history involved in their formation and the repercussions that their
creation had and currently has for the livelihood of local populations living within or
near their boundaries (Smith 2001; Adams 2004; Howitt 2005, 2012; Adams et al.
2008). The notion of protected areas evolved from the need to protect biodiversity
through in situ mechanisms in response to the accelerated development of
urbanised land and population growth during the 1970s (Newsome et al. 2012).
These areas, however, were essentially planned following the Yellowstone model as
isolated wilderness regions, owned and managed by the government, with precise
boundaries and with people present only as visitors or rangers (Steven 1997, in
Adams et al. 2008). Their decree resulted in the displacement of local Indigenous
populations from the land restricted access to its natural resources once essential to
maintain traditional living practices (Smith 2001). In this conceptualisation, the
discourses of emptiness, ownership and possession characteristic of the Western
colonialism imposed a relationship of power over the Indigenous communities
relegating them to objects subjected to legal imposition (Howitt 2012). Today, a more
inclusive perception in which the use of the landscape without compromising the
biodiversity or other intrinsic environmental and cultural values has been envisaged
in protected areas management after recognising that humans play an important role
in preserving the ecological integrity of these areas (Eagles et al. 2002; Newsome et
al. 2012). In this sense, tourism within protected areas evolved to provide a
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mechanism to enhance the management and operation of these areas. Ecotourism
grew so dramatically during the late 1990s that by 2002, the global importance of
ecotourism activities in protected areas influenced the creation of the International
Year of Ecotourism (IYE), sponsored by the United Nations (UN) and its Commission
on Sustainable Development. Through this initiative, the UN requested international
agencies, governments, and the private sector to undertake supportive activities to
enhance protected area management by increasing tourist visitation (Butcher 2006).
Since then, the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) and the United
Nations Environment Program (UNEP), have worked closely together to identify
strategies to increase the benefits and minimise the risks that ecotourism poses to
protected areas and natural ecosystems, more broadly (Butcher 2006). As a
response, international ecotourism conferences around the world have been held
periodically to revise and analyse the goals and challenges ecotourism has
encountered within the previously mentioned sectors involved in ecotourism
development and planning.
Some of these goals relate to addressing the impacts of ecotourism activities
in different protected areas while some of the challenges have been associated with
addressing why, with all the available knowledge about the environmental and social
processes, significant loss of biodiversity and heritage values still occurs due to
these activities (Buckley 2009). Similarly, concerns still remain in regards to
recognising Indigenous communities as traditional owners of these areas, as well as
balancing government and Indigenous priorities in protected areas conservation and
management (Adams 2004; Adams et al. 2008). Although approaches such as joint
management of protected areas and the formation of Indigenous protected areas in
Australia have been promoted to increase community involvement and enhance the
socio-economic conditions of the local populations, these concerns have not yet
been fully addressed (Smith 2001). The role of ecotourism in protected areas as a
strategy to include the local populations in protected area management is usually
unsuccessful because the interests of the local population are still not considered
within this strategy (Barkin 2003; Brenner and Jobs 2006). It has been argued by
Smith (2001) that such strategies still impose a technocratic and paternalistic
relationship between the managers (usually the state) and the traditional owners
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(Indigenous populations) of these areas who are often seen as inferior groups
requiring support to overcome poverty and marginalisation. Similarly, Cater (2006)
and Azcárate (2006) have argued that ecotourism is a Western construct and
therefore, imposes the Western global development discourse to provide a way for
enhancing the quality of life of local inhabitants. To achieve this goal, ecotourism
should consider the local inhabitants and tour operators’ interests and needs,
balancing the costs and benefits of conservation and tourism (López-Espinosa 2002;
Barkin 2003). Therefore, if these conditions are met, ecotourism can be beneficial for
protected areas in three ways: a) by generating income to manage and protect
natural habitats, and species; b) by enabling local people to gain economically from
the protected areas, therefore, encouraging their support for the protection of the
protected area; and, c) by offering a means to improve people’s awareness of the
importance of conservation (Goodwin 1996 in López-Espinosa 2002).
2.2.4.1 Ecotourism in Australian Protected Areas
Australia is considered one the of the twenty mega diverse countries in the world
because of its biodiversity richness and abundance. In Australia, over 103,298,950
ha (more than 13% of the land) has been preserved within 9,719 PAs, which are
managed by nine separate jurisdictions, six state agencies, two self-governing
territories, and the Commonwealth in accordance with the principles set out by the
WCPA for protected areas and World Heritage legislation. There are at least 50
categories of reserve types listed on the Collaborative Australian Protected Area
Database (CAPAD) ranging from specific-purpose areas such as scientific reserves
to very large multi-zoned areas such as the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area
(DECCW 2008a).
The federal government has promoted tourism activities within these areas
since realising that they have the ability to increase conservation outcomes and
management objectives (Commonwealth of Australia 2004). For example, a study
performed by Tourism Research Australia (2007) showed that in 2007 approximately
68% (3.5 million) of all international visitors to Australia were classified as naturebased tourists. Similarly, much of Australia’s AUD$40 billion tourism industry is based
on Australia’s natural environments, rich biodiversity and stunning landscapes, most
of which can be found in protected areas (Sustainable Tourism CRC 2008), while
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roughly 9.4% of Australia’s national protected area budget is derived from tourism
(Morrison et al. 2012). Furthermore, the Commonwealth of Australia has launched
the Australian National Landscapes (2010), a federal initiative attempting to promote
significant Australian ecosystems to the international market to increase tourist
visitation to these areas and increase financial revenue to achieve conservation
objectives. This initiative, however, has been clearly oriented to increase the number
of commercial tour operations within these areas but fewer attempts have been
made to ensure that such operations are carefully planned in terms of their potential
environmental and cultural impacts. It is important to highlight that because two of
the four case studies examined in this thesis are in NSW, understanding the NSW
PAs system is important and will be discussed in the following paragraphs.
The NSW government currently manages 873 PAs, covering more than 7.3
million ha representing 9% of NSW land (DECCW 2008b). The primary legislation
dealing with these areas in NSW is the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974
(hereafter N&PW Act 1974), which is managed, regulated and enforced by the
National Parks and Wildlife Services (hereafter NPWS). This government agency
also administers the Wilderness Act 1987 with wilderness areas covering 1.9 million
ha representing 2% of NSW land. The objective of the NP&W Act 1974 is the
conservation of nature, objects, places and cultural manifestations of areas reserved
under the Act. In 2008, the NSW Task Force on Tourism and National Parks
(hereafter, Task Force) issued a wide range of recommendations to improve the
outcomes of tourism in national parks around NSW (DECCW 2008a, 2008b). Some
of these included the establishment of an effective license and permit system to
control tourism operations within the parks. In response, in 2009, the NPWS
introduced the Parks Eco Pass, a comprehensive and centralised licensing system
for commercial recreation and tour operators that includes a number of significant
benefits for licensed operators. This system was also introduced to control and
monitor the performance of tour operations within the parks (NSW NPWS 2012). In
addition, the Task Force also recommended strengthening assessment requirements
for tourism operations which prompted the creation of a new set of sustainability
assessment criteria for visitor use and tourism in and across NSW national parks
introduced under section 151(B) (3) of the NP&W Act 1974 seeking to address
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several issues in regards to commercial operations within national parks such as: a)
compatibility with the natural and cultural values of the land and its surroundings; b)
sustainable and efficient use of natural resources, energy and water, and c)
appropriate form and scale of any new buildings or structure, or modifications to
existing facilities (DECCW 2011a, 2011b). These new criteria were also prepared to
increase the level of assessment in protected areas and identify authentic
sustainable tourism proposals within the community in order to avoid those not
consistent with the current OE&H (formerly DECCW) environmental and heritage
guidelines (DECCW 2011a, 2011b).
However, large tourism projects within NSW PAs are rare and usually include
the use of pre-existing infrastructure as construction of new infrastructure is
generally prohibited within the parks unless needed to enhance visitor experience,
such as, visitor centres, picnic areas and toilets. These developments, depending on
the scale and location, do not require an IA to obtain development consent which is
usually granted by the park’s administration (NSW NPWS 2012). Most commercial
tour operations within parks are small scale and mobile, not requiring infrastructure
but are still required to address the sustainability assessment criteria, as well as
other requirements included in the permit application. Their practical analysis is
beyond the scope of this study as there are not many tour operations that have
undergone this process and therefore little information about their effectiveness is
available.
2.2.4.2 Ecotourism in Mexican Protected Areas
Similarly, because two of the four case studies analysed in this study operate within
Mexican protected areas, understanding the Mexican PAs system is relevant and will
be discussed in the following paragraphs.
Mexico is a country with a rich tourism tradition and has a worldwide
reputation as an international tourism Mecca mainly due to its exotic natural
ecosystems and cultural diversity (Barkin 2003). To protect this important biocultural
diversity, the Mexican government established the Sistema Nacional de Areas
Natural Protegidas (SINAP, acronym in Spanish)5, comprised of more than
5

National Protected Areas System
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25,384,818 ha of land (12% of the Mexican territory) reserved for the protection of
significant natural and heritage sites distributed in 174 natural PAs complying with
the IUCN Protected Areas Categories. As in Australia, Mexican PAs have been
established by government decrees and through the expropriation of land from local
Indigenous communities which have a close connection to these areas (Nursey-Bray
and Hill 2010).
The SINAP is managed by the National Commission of Natural Protected
Areas (hereafter CONANP) which is responsible for the designation of PAs, as well
as the development, execution and control of management plans and conservation
strategies. The Ley General Del Equilibrio Ecológico y Protección al Ambiente 1988 6
(hereafter, LGEEPA 1988) and its Regulations (2000) provide legal control and
considerations in relation to which activities can be implemented within these areas,
including ecotourism operations, and enforce the existing mechanism to regulate
their use and protection (Title II, Chapter I, Section I, Arts. 44-56BIS).
Another government agency closely involved in PAs management and
protection is the Procuraduría Federal para la Protección al Ambiente (PROFEPA,
acronym in Spanish)7, which is directly responsible for enforcing the LGEEPA 1988
and ensuring that illegal activities, such as deforestation, illegal extraction of
endemic species, as well as illegal human settlements, do not take place within
these areas.
Different studies have shown, however, that there is little evidence where
environmental protection and tourism have been successfully combined (Place 1998;
Strasdas 2001 cited in Brenner and Jobs 2006). Poorly managed commercial
tourism operations within Mexican PAs have often been initiated without careful
considerations of the potential environmental and social impacts often failing to
improve environmental and heritage protection. For example, Brenner and Jobs
(2006) argued that co-operation and coordination among the different actors involved
in tourism within PAs in Mexico (private enterprises, PA administration, government
agencies, non-governmental organizations, and the local population) are often
insufficient or even non-existent resulting in poorly framed tourism strategies that do

6
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not actively benefit biodiversity and heritage protection. Similarly, Barkin (2003)
argued that tourism policies have overlooked the participation of the local community
as active participants in PA management although such policies constantly reaffirm
the need to adopt sustainable development practices and consider the impacts of
human activities as part of the global discourse of sustainability.

2.3 Overview of EIA and SIA
The concept of IA was also influenced by both the EMT and the sustainability
discourse aiming to understand the nature of human impacts and the ways to
prevent them by utilising all available data (Glasson et al. 2005; Diaz 2009; Elliot and
Thomas 2009; Harvey and Clark 2012). To achieve this goal, IAs assumed that
environmental and social variables had to be equally weighted based on ethical and
just considerations about development growth implying that the imbalance of one
could inevitably affect the state of the other (Glasson et al. 2005; Díaz 2009).
IAs assumed that substantial information about both the environmental and
socio-economic variables had to be provided to make the most appropriate decision
about whether developments should be implemented or not. In addition, IAs
assumed that to become a mechanism for integrating the interests and needs of all
stakeholders in the decision-making process, decisions had to be transparent,
impartial and just (Diaz 2009). Today, several forms of IA have been created to tackle
different social and environmental issues. This thesis, however, will focus on two
types which have been globally promoted in the environmental and social arena
which are the Environmental Impact Assessment and Social Impact Assessment
(hereafter EIA and SIA, respectively).
The EIA was initially introduced within the US National Environmental
Protection Act 1969 (hereafter NEPA) as a systematic approach to address urgent
environmental problems caused by human activities in an attempt to balance socioeconomic development and environmental protection goals (see Chapter 4 for
further discussion). Definitions of EIA range from simple and concise to more
complex and specific according to the types of impacts described. Different
practitioners, government bodies and consultants, however, have used different
definitions according to their own purposes which reflect the quality and
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effectiveness of their practical outcomes (Gillespie 2008). In this sense, EIA
definitions differ slightly from each other, but in general, all emphasise the adoption
of a preventive, holistic, and multidisciplinary approach as the main theoretical
rationale. However, as Beattie (1995) argued, these procedures should play a much
larger role in environmental planning:
EIAs and SIAs are not laboratory experiments, intellectual exercises or created simply to
moulder in the basement of some government office building…. instead, are meant to provide
useful environmental and social information, and to inform decisions on private and public
projects (p.109).

In this study, I have chosen some of the most relevant definitions to discuss the
variety of concepts these definitions involve in the light of the issues and constraints
represented in practice (see Table 2.4). Within these definitions, the evolution of the
EIA concept can be outlined, which has become more rigorous and technically
complex to fulfil the above mentioned assumptions. This means that behind the
theoretical assumptions of the role of impact assessments, their practical aim in
providing relevant and valuable information on the nature of the proposed activities
and their potential impacts becomes more important than merely helping to justify
the development approval. In other words, EIAs are instruments designed to inform
and educate about potential threats of human actions and serve as mechanisms for
public consultation, environmental planning and impact assessment of future
projects. Furthermore, EIAs are educational tools as they should provide substantial
information about the environmental and social conditions of a particular place which
in turn will help to make better and more responsible decisions about future actions
(Beattie 1995).
In analysing these definitions, important considerations about EIA theory can
be highlighted. For example, Munn (1979) emphasised the importance of identifying
and predicting, as well as communicating the outcomes of potential impacts on the
well-being of humans and the surrounding natural environment. However, it lacks
any reference to how potential impacts of proposals, programs and projects will be
predicted, or how this prediction process will affect the decision made by the
regulatory agency, a stage which today has been widely recognised as essential in
the EIA process (Harvey and Clark 2012). This early definition does not specify a
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scientific approach to environmental management, but highlights the necessity of
tackling environmental problems at different levels and how such a process can
become an effective informative tool.
Table 2.4 Definitions of EIA found in the reviewed literature
Author

Definition

Approach

Munn (1979)

Identify and predict the impact on the
environment and on man’s health and wellbeen of legislative proposals, policies,
programmes, projects and operational
procedures, and to interpret and communicate
information about the impacts
A technique and a process by which
information about the environmental effects of
a project is collected, both by the developer
and from other sources, and taken into
account by the planning authority in forming
their judgements on whether the development
should go ahead
The process of identifying, predicting,
evaluating and mitigating the biophysical,
social, and other relevant effects of
development proposals prior to major
decisions been taken and commitments made.

Technical approach emphasising
the consequence of
environmental degradation over
the human health

UK Department
of Environment
(1989)

IAIA
(1999)

Technical approach emphasising
the role of the developers in
collecting, analysing and
reporting about the potential
impacts

Technical approach emphasising
the need to identify, predict,
evaluate and mitigate the impacts
over the several components of
development proposals (biophysical and social)
Technical approach that
emphasises the need for a
systematic process of
assessment.

Glasson et al.
(2005)

A systematic process that examines, in
advance, the environmental consequences of
development actions

Harvey and
Clarke (2012)

A process of identifying and predicting the
Technical approach emphasising
potential environmental impacts (including bio- the need to identify, predict,
geophysical, socio-economic and cultural) of
evaluate and mitigate the impacts
proposed actions, policies, programs and
over the several components of
projects, and communicating this information
development proposals (bioto decision-makers before they make their
physical and social)
decisions on the proposed actions
Source: Glasson et al. 2005, Harvey and Clarke 2012

The UK Department of Environment (1989) firstly recognises the responsibility of the
developer in gathering the necessary information to predict potential impacts through
‘the use of a technique or a process’ implying the use of a systematic approach to
impact analysis (UK DoE 1989, cited by Glasson et al. 2005, p. 3). However, the idea
that information should be gathered by the developer from external sources and
reviewed by the planning authority poorly recognises the need for a multidisciplinary
approach or a certain degree of consultation and decision-making between these
two interested parties as a key step in this process.
The definition of EIA by the International Association for Impact Assessment
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(1999) is perhaps the first that recognises that development proposals could have an
impact on both social and environmental components, stressing that both
components, which were previously addressed separately, should now be evaluated
within a unique process of analysis under the assumption that both affect each other.
This definition shows clearly the influence of the ecological modernisation theory.
In Glasson et al. (2005), the use of a ‘systematic, holistic and multidisciplinary
process for impact evaluation’ (p. 4) arises, but, does not make any reference to the
social components previously addressed by the IAIA definition. It seems that this
definition goes back to previous environmental management approaches but
recognises the use of a systematic approach and implies an iterative analysis of the
potentially affected components.
Finally, Harvey and Clarke (2012) provide a wider and inclusive definition in
which the notion of socio-economic and cultural impacts requires the analysis of the
different interrelated social and cultural components of a proposed development
stressing the need to actively communicate and share any relevant information in
order to improve the decision-making process. In this sense, the inclusion of socioeconomic and cultural impacts becomes crucial in the notion of EIA as both have
reshaped the intrinsic relationships between humans and the environment as the
idea of environmental protection has always been necessary for maintaining the
wellbeing of human populations and the adoption of sustainable practices.
The second type of IA is the SIA which deals with the social, cultural and
economic effects of development proposals. This concept grew out of the idea that
altering the environment could affect society at large (Eccleston 2011). This concept
also evolved from the enactment of the NEPA 1969, leading to the adoption of a new
term: social impact assessment. According to Vanclay and Esteves (2011), SIA is a
process of ethically analysing potential impacts of human actions on the social and
cultural integrity of the human populations and deliberately providing a mechanism to
overcome such impacts in the long term. In theory, SIAs adopt the same
assumptions as EIA to become: a) an informative and educational tool, b) integrate
the opinions and interests of all stakeholders and c) a systematic, consistent and
multidisciplinary approach in the assessment of social and cultural impacts. Some of
the most accepted definitions of SIA proposed in the literature are presented in Table
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2.5 and have been the product of sociological and anthropological research.
Table 2.5 Definitions of social impact assessment
Author
Burdge and
Vanclay
(1996)

Lane (1997)

Vanclay
(2011)

Definition
Approach
A process of assessing or estimating, in
Policy approach emphasising the
advance, the social consequences that are likely need to protect social integrity
to follow from specific policy actions or project
from developments and policy
development, particularly in the context or
action.
appropriate national, state or provincial
environmental policy legislation.
A planning tool designed to understand the
Socio-economic approach
distribution of costs and benefits of a project
highlighting the importance of costdevelopment at the local and regional levels
benefit analysis.
A process of analysing (predicting, evaluating
Ethical approach highlighting the
and reflecting) and managing the intended and
need to address the multiple
unintended consequences on the human
human-environment interenvironment of planned interventions (policies,
relationships to identify potential
programs, projects) and any social change
impacts.
processes invoked by those interventions so as
to bring about a more sustainable and equitable
biophysical and human environment.
Source: Burdge and Vanclay 1996, Lane 1997 and Vanclay and Esteves 2011

Examining these definitions, we can observe the evolution of the concept and
highlight its important contribution to social research. For example, Burdge and
Vanclay (1996) emphasise the role of SIA as a tool to predict, in advance, the
potential social effects derived from policies and projects, particularly in the context
of environmental legislation. This definition, however, does not make any effort to
specify the methods of assessment required to address this claim leaving an
important gap in its conceptualisation and application. Similarly, Lane (1997) defined
this concept as a tool to address potential socio-economic effects of development
proposals, however, it does not address any concerns about the social and cultural
components which have been recognised as critical in this process (Howitt 2005).
Finally, Vanclay and Esteves (2011) highlight the observance of ethical
considerations when dealing with different cultural variables such as the intrinsic
cultural patterns and values, community organization, governance systems, and
religious views. Vanclay and Esteves also stress that these variables are often
difficult to identify at first and require a more complex assessment than the physical
components due to the fragile nature of the objects under analysis, the human being,
which is more dynamic and unpredictable than the environment. These definitions,
however, do not define any useful assessment methodologies, identify which sociocultural variables should be evaluated, or define any quality standards of the
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information used to predict potential impacts. In addition, they do not make any
recommendations on how to monitor the potential effects of policies, programs and
development projects on the socio-cultural components. Some of these gaps are
also present in current EIA definitions and are inevitably translated into practice due
to several factors that I will address in the following section.
2.3.1 The EIA/SIA process
The common phases in the EIA/SIA process are outlined in Table 2.6, highlighting
the different steps used to identify which stages of an activity or development could
produce potential impacts. These steps vary in concept and scale depending on the
type of development and experience of the EIA experts, but they are usually
considered part of the basic impact assessment pathway in most countries, including
Australia and Mexico (Harvey and Clark 2012, SEMARNAT-INE 2012). This process,
often viewed as a unidirectional and vertical framework (see Figure 2.2), in which
relevant environmental and social information is evaluated from a multidisciplinary
approach, requires extensive knowledge of the environmental and social
components potentially affected by a development proposal, as well as consultants
experienced in applying suitable methodologies to identify, assess and prevent the
impacts of a particular activity (Glasson et al. 2005). Such methods include
checklists and other involve correlation matrices such as the Triple Bottom Line
assessment (environmental, economic and social variables) in which a correlation
between these three variables are equally evaluated, or the SWOT analysis in which
a correlation of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of a particular
development are assessed equally to identify the best development options (Bushell
et al. 2005).
Besides using relevant and current information and relying on the technical
and scientific expertise of EIA/SIA consultants, this process also requires an
understanding of important official administrative procedures in which the proponents
have to engage to gain development approval. Of special importance is the process
of public consultation or involvement, which according to Figure 2.2, is fundamental
for integrating all the stakeholder (i.e. government authorities, development
proponents and the affected community) concerns which arise during the decision-
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making process. It is important to highlight that this process is similar in both
Australian and Mexican IA frameworks because both systems have evolved from the
US and from international agreements and guidelines on impact assessment
procedures.
Table 2.6 General steps and phases in the EIA/SIA process included within the NSW and
Mexican impact assessments guidelines
Phase
Information gathering
and project description
Links to relevant
environmental
legislation
Impact assessment
methods

Description of impacts

Design of preventive
and mitigation measures
EIA report and review

Follow-up and
monitoring

Step
Screening
Scoping
Alternatives
Analysis of existing
regulatory legislation and
policies relevant to the
proposal
Environmental and social
information
Identification and prediction
of key impacts
Magnitude of environmental
and social impacts of the
proposed activity (punctual,
cumulative or adjacent)
Impact assessment
Proposing mitigation
measures
EIA/SIA presentation, public
consultation and
participation
EIA/SIA review and decisionmaking
Post-decision monitoring and
auditing
Adaptive management
strategies

Concept
Which activities require an EIA/SIA?
What is to be assessed?
Are there any better options?
How the does proposal relate to
current environmental standards and
guidelines?
What is the state of the natural
environment potentially affected?
What would be the effects of the
proposed activity
Where the identified impacts will had
their effect and how sever would
these be?
How severe will be these effects?
How will these effects be
reduced/mitigated or prevented?
Is the information presented in an
adequate manner?
Will the proposal be implemented
based on the information provided?

How will these effects be monitored
through time?
How can the activities/development
be adapted through time to
ameliorate the impacts?
Source: Harvey and Clarke 2012, SEMARNAT-INE 2012.
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Figure 2.2 The EIA process adopted by the Australian and Mexican planning frameworks (Source:
Modified from Donnelly et al. 1998, Glasson et al. 2005, and Harvey & Clark 2012, SEMARNAT-INE
2012).
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2.3.2 EIAs and SIAs in practice
In Chapter 1, I explained why EIA/SIA procedures in practice have been highly
criticised due to a large number of issues. In this section, both the theory and
practice of impact assessment intersect to provide a review of the research
conducted in this field of study and to clarify why these procedures have not been as
effective as originally planned. An issue that has been regularly observed is that
some of the phases and steps listed in Table 2.6 have been subjected to less
attention during the assessment process resulting in unsatisfactory outcomes and
reckless approval of projects that lack a strong impact prevention and mitigation
assessment (Bojorques-Tapia 1989; Bojorques-Tapia and Garcia 1998; Warnken and
Buckley 1998; Benkendorff 1999). The neglected phases and steps deserving more
consideration are usually: a) the use of adequate scientific and social based
knowledge to assess the environmental and social conditions in which the
development will be set, b) the process of public consultation designed to integrate
the issues perceived by all stakeholders involved in the IA process, and c) the quality
of the information used in the design, implementation and management of monitoring
strategies to follow-up identified impacts.
For example, Bojorques-Tapia and Garcia (1998) in their analysis of 133 EIS
for road projects in Mexico discovered that the information used to describe
potentially affected environmental and social components was poorly and
inconsistently addressed by consultants. They stated that the lack of knowledge and
expertise of how these components interact with each other and the attempt to
describe them were usually done without adequate scientific and theoretical
considerations resulting in mediocre performance. In the case of tourism proposals,
Benkendorff (1999) found that the scientific basis used in the prediction of
environmental impacts for the Shell Cove Marina was inappropriately done and had
a large number of deficiencies due to the lack of integration within the EIA process.
Similarly, Warnken and Buckley (1998) discovered that impact assessments of
tourism projects in Queensland were poorly framed due to inconsistencies in the
scientific data and sloppy integration of such data in the assessment process. It has
been stressed that consultation and public involvement have been poorly addressed
because they are often perceived as mechanisms to promote community opposition
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to the development proposal (Hostovsky 2010; O’Faircheallaigh 2010). However,
community participation is crucial in the process of environmental management and
conservation as it integrates group views and skills aligned toward reaching a
common goal. The view and voices of stakeholders, project proponents, and
regulatory agencies should be constantly reaffirmed during the each stage of the
assessment process thereby increasing transparency and better informed decisions.
Monitoring, although not included in any definition of EIA or SIA, has become
essential in this process (Ahammed and Merrick 2006). While monitoring is often
overlooked or poorly addressed during the assessment process its compliance is
constantly enforced by the determining authorities (Bojorques-Tapia and Garcia
1998, Rome et al. 1999). Most of the work on EIS/SIS quality end effectiveness has
been done to audit the post-stages of the EIA/SIA process once the EIS has been
approved and the development is carried out. In this matter, Linde (2006) and, Põder
and Lukki (2011) have argued that not many EIS/SIS review packages/checklists
have been developed to analyse the information included in the EIS prior to the EIA
approval process. These authors have also argued that an in situ evaluation of the
impact assessment outcomes is rarely undertaken to analyse if the impact
assessment methods and techniques were appropriately performed in accordance to
the environmental and socio-cultural characteristic of the project sites.

This area

of research, however, has received little attention among academics and planning
experts and, deserves further scrutiny.
2.3.3 EIA and SIA in the context of ecotourism
Although substantial research in regards to environmental and social impacts of
ecotourism has been conducted, the review of secondary resources revealed that
little research has been devoted to analysing the role of EIA/SIA procedures in the
context of ecotourism. Only three authors (Warnken and Buckley 1998; Benkendorff
1999, Buckley 2007) have discussed the quality of EIA procedures for traditional
mass tourism developments in Australia. These authors argue that the use of
scientific methodologies in identifying potential impacts of ecotourism is often poorly
addressed by the EIA consultants. They did not, however, present cases where the
use of EIA/SIA for ecotourism has been contested or the effectiveness of these
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instruments had been challenged. It seems, therefore, that the use and effectiveness
of these procedures in the case of ecotourism has not been substantially
investigated, although ecotourism environmental and social impacts have been
widely identified. Consequently, this will be one of the main contributions of my study.

2.4 Chapter summary
As observed within this chapter, the issues with ecotourism are diverse and
sometimes interconnected. These issues are an example of the current paradigm
that many ecotourism cases have been facing in terms of following its principles and
meeting the regulatory requirements to prevent potential negative impacts.
The state-of-the-art in the research of ecotourism has focused on the ongoing debate concerning its theoretical concept and definitions and the issues that
from such debate arise. However, this is not the concern of this thesis although
acknowledges that one of the causes affecting the assessment of ecotourism
proposals resides on the above mentioned debate between concept and definition
that eventually affects its practice.
Substantial research has focused on how the principles of responsible
ecotourism work in practice because nature conservation strategies in protected
areas and other acclaimed ecotourism socioeconomic benefits have not yet been
adequately addressed. Ecotourism has been also highly praised for its capacity to
increase environmental awareness of visitors through environmental education and
interpretation. A large body of research, however, has proven that the benefits of
ecotourism do not arise automatically and without proper planning and assessment,
this activity could create significant negative effects on the environment and the
socio-cultural components where this activity is being performed (Tazim and Stronza
2009).
A large body of research has shown that the lack of understanding of
ecotourism principles has been translated into practical problems. Multiple definitions
and conceptualizations of ecotourism have been constructed and have obstructed
which activities should be considered under the rubric of ecotourism therefore
blurring the boundaries between eco and mass tourism practices (Waitt et al. 2003).
Similarly, research has shown that the word ‘eco’ has only served as a marketing
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strategy and few changes from mass tourism practices have been observed (Honey
2008). These issues certainly affect how EIA and SIAs assess the impacts of this
activity.
Furthermore, research has challenged the role of ecotourism environmental
policies which have endorsed technological improvements and adopted a Western
technocratic

perception

of

development

which

has

often

influenced

how

contemporary societies face the environmental and socio-economic crisis through
development strategies like ecotourism. These development mechanisms, however,
often praise socio-economic growth and promote the global discourse of
conservation in underdeveloped areas by enforcing regulatory conditions that deeply
affect local inhabitants living needs thereby pushing them to marginalisation (Barkin
2003; Azcárate 2006; Brenner and Jobs 2006). While discourses of sustainability,
environmental governance, modernisation, and protected areas have played an
essential role in framing ecotourism as a panacea and as an ideal government
development strategy they often overlook more important socio-cultural priorities.
Research has also shown that access to the land, continuity of Indigenous
traditional living practices and government conservation goals have to be balanced
when implementing environmental management and development strategies like
ecotourism to achieve equitable and sustainable outcomes and prevent potential
impacts (Smith 2001; Adams et al. 2008). Substantial research has also shown that
the negative impacts of ecotourism can outweigh its positive impacts depending on
the size and type of the ecotourism activities envisaged by proponents if substantial
planning and management strategies are not in place (Buckley 1990; 2004a; Figgis
and Bushel 2007; Pickering and Hill 2007, 2010).
Issues with the implementation of IA procedures are related to what should be
expected from these procedures as the practice is not consistent with its theory. For
example, a substantial amount of research has found that relevant scientific and
social information, as well as a clear attempt to relate social and environmental
impacts, has been often missing from the assessment process (Warnken and
Buckley 1998). Research has also shown that the quality and thoroughness of such
information varies within the EIA/SIA process due to the expertise of the IA
consultants (Bojorques-Tapia 1989; Peterson 2010), and that important steps of the
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process, such as community consultation and decision-making, are driven by
political and economic interests, therefore, are not often enforced (Palerm and
Aceves 2004).
In addition, research has shown that IA environmental governance and
policies, as in the case of ecotourism, have also been framed under the Western
development discourse, imposing a relationship of power between the government
and society that often overlooks important social and environmental priorities and
does not enforce ethical and just procedures to effectively determine the needs and
interests of all stakeholders in response to a development proposal (Howitt 2005,
2012, Diaz 2009).
Moreover, research has also demonstrated that the generation, description
and application of monitoring strategies, although highly regulated by government
authorities and widely recognised as essential part of the EIA/SIA process, are often
missing because of the lack of follow-up strategies and relevant data (Ahammed and
Merrick 2006). Although these issues are widely discussed in the literature, there is a
lack of case study research in regards to how EIA/SIA procedures for ecotourism are
performed on the ground. Therefore, this thesis will show that the gap in ecotourism
EIA and SIA requires substantial re-evaluation bearing in mind that ecotourism is a
conservation-oriented activity often practiced within the boundaries of protected
areas and therefore require more rigorous scientific and social based knowledge
than IAs for other development proposals.
Ecotourism, as any other tourism activity, is an agent of change affecting
social encounters and cultural ideas but current EIA/SIA procedures have
deliberately overlooked the impacts on these components.
This study will highlight the need for more transparent and inclusive EIA/SIA
procedures,

with

particular

emphasis

on

natural

protected

areas,

where

conservation-oriented activities such as ecotourism require rigorous planning and
assessment before they can be implemented. This study will also show that different
approaches are required to fully understand the issues behind the assessment of
ecotourism proposals but most importantly, this investigation will also highlight that
prevention of potential impacts and the incorporation of responsible and sustainable
tourism practices do not completely depend on the outcomes of impact assessment
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procedures but on the will and ethical behaviour of tour operators. Finally, this study
will also demonstrate that further understanding of the principles of ecotourism and
the nature of its activities is required to effectively identify its impacts as a
development strategy.
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Chapter 3 Methodology
3.1 Introduction
In this section I present the methods used in this study. This chapter is divided as
follows: the qualitative research method for data collection is described in section
3.2. Section 3.3 discusses some of the challenges of collecting and analysing data in
English and Spanish. Finally, section 3.4 presents the ethical considerations made
while undertaking this research based on the ethics requirements of the University of
Wollongong.

3.2 Qualitative research methods
Qualitative research methods were used in this study. This approach has been
recognised as suitable for this kind of analysis by Tesch (1990, in Suwannee 2009)
arguing that it serves to recognise how different people perceive, understand and
react to development trends that might affect their living conditions (Bouma 2000).
Furthermore, qualitative methods of analysis have been used to include the
perspective of different groups of people, and to describe how these groups,
communities or even the broader society reacts and adapts to changes in their
lifestyles. This allows researchers to gather rich information from people (De Vaus
2002 in Suwanmanee 2009; Dunn 2005).
Since one of the objectives of this study is to analyse the existing practical
issues for the quality of ecotourism EIAs/SIAs procedures, understanding the
perspectives and opinions of ecotourism and impact assessment professionals
becomes essential. This qualitative research methodology was considered more
suitable for analysing people’s narratives and interpretations than collecting numbers
that might not provide relevant results. Furthermore, this approach was thought to be
suitable for acknowledging how participants understand and build realities of their
natural and cultural surrounding environment, around ecotourism and its impacts,
and it was appropriate for addressing tour operator’s points of view (Dunn 2005).
This qualitative approach included a series of methods including content
analysis of primary and secondary resources, structured and semi-structured
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interviews with key participants, as well as a comparative analysis between case
studies. These methods are described below.
3.2.1 Analysis of impact assessment legislation
A content/discourse analysis approach (Waitt 2006) was undertaken to discuss the
theory behind the principles of impact assessment to clarify the issues that
undermine their practice in both the Australian and Mexican IA frameworks. This
approach was useful for evaluating the intrinsic power relationships that exist
between

government

agencies

and

development

proponents

through

the

observance of EIA/SIA and ecotourism regulatory guidelines. In this matter, an
analysis of the EIA/SIA environmental policy and legislation in both countries was
conducted to understand the regulatory and legislative requirements behind the
development and implementation of ecotourism IAs.
Firstly, a review of the Australian environmental legislation was undertaken,
including the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999
(hereafter, EPBC Act 1999) considered to be the central piece of environmental
legislation regulating EIA procedures at the federal level in conjunction with
agreements covering state jurisdictions (Harvey and Clark 2012).

Secondly,

for

NSW, the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (hereafter, EP&A Act
1979) and its Regulation 2000 (hereafter EP&A Regulation 2000) were analysed in
regards to environmental impact assessment guidelines and procedures. The
requirements and guidelines to be addressed by proponents during the design of the
EIA were essential to this revision, as well as the analysis of the different
assessment modalities under different parts of the EP&A Act 1979 (i.e. Parts 3A, 4
and 5, see Chapter 4). In addition, an analysis of Environmental Planning
Instruments (EPI) such as Local Environmental Plans (LEPs) and State
Environmental Planning Policies (SEPPs) that are triggered when substantial
evidence exists of the potential impacts of development proposals was also
conducted. These include SEPPs for coastal wetlands, koala habitat protection,
littoral rainforests, tourist developments within Alpine ecosystems, and state
significant developments and infrastructure (see Table 4.3, Chapter 4). These
instruments work as development standards to enforce sustainable development
practices and responsible natural resource use within significant ecosystems.
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Thirdly, EIA requirements and guidelines under the Ley General Del Equilíbrio
Ecológico y Protección al Ambiente 1988 (hereafter, LGEEPA 1988) were analysed.
This law is the central piece of Mexican environmental legislation at federal, state
and local levels. Its Regulation 1999 was also analysed including the different IA
modalities in which this process has been undertaken (Particular and Regional EIAs,
see Chapter 4). It is important to note that every Mexican state jurisdiction has
adopted the LGEEPA 1988 principles to establish their own environmental legislation
to regulate IA procedures within significant state sites being protected and preserved
by the state and local governments in concurrence with the federal government.
Fourthly, related environmental legislation and policies were examined to
understand specific development considerations for ecotourism within critical
environmental sites, such as wildlife, riparian vegetation, wetlands and coastal
areas. These policies provide development and conservation standards for the
sustainable use of natural resources and environmental services such as wildlife,
watersheds (rivers, lakes, lagoons, mountains, forests and their interactions),
biodiversity (ecological integrity of genes, species and ecosystems), and the intra
and inter-relationships existing between them. These include the Normas Oficiales
Mexicanas (NOM or NMX), which are legislative standards designed to protect and
manage different environmental components (see Table 4.4, Chapter 4).
It is important to clarify that no specific SIA requirements or guidelines exist
among the revised Federal and State legislation within the two countries. Reference
to the analysis of potential social impacts has been focused on evaluating socioeconomic indicators.
3.2.2 Semi-structured interviews
Interviews were used to incorporate expert opinions about the research topic and
address some of the issues behind the quality and effectiveness of ecotourism
EIA/SIAs (see Chapter 5) and identify if these applied to the four case studies
selected. This was the most suitable method to achieve this aim and obtain
significant information from the key participants who often had different perspectives
of the research topic (Dunn 2005). Following the methodology proposed by Matysek
and Kriwoken (2003), in-depth semi-structured interviews were undertaken with
ecotourism planning and assessment professionals to understand the ongoing
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issues with the establishment of ecotourism projects, ecotourism impacts and the
quality of impact assessment procedures. This information would allow comparisons
between theory and practice in the implementation of EIA and SIA procedures within
NSW and Mexico.
Interviews included questions about a) the main problems existing in the
planning and assessment process and b) issues with the implementation, operation
and management of ecotourism businesses. Questions were also asked about the
benefits and constraints of the EIA/SIA process for ecotourism and other
conservation-oriented activities. Interviews were generally of thirty minutes to onehour duration, which enabled the discussion to be focussed around key questions.
Interviews were recorded in Spanish or English using a portable recording device. I
subsequently translated the Spanish interviews into English to homogenise the
method of analysis and identify areas of comparison. Interviewees were asked the
same ten primary questions but different secondary questions according to their
country, background and expertise, allowing for a comparative analysis of responses
(see Appendix I for the full list of questions).
3.2.2.1 Participants selection criteria
To ensure that a comprehensive picture of the issues behind ecotourism planning
and assessment was achieved, participants were selected from different sectors of
society according to a criteria sampling method that met the following:
Identification as ecotourism official according to an internet search or referred
by others involved in ecotourism planning and management;
Present or past involvement in ecotourism and impact assessment advisory
or consultancy projects;
In charge of government departments related to ecotourism or impact
assessment,
Willing and available to participate in the study (Matysek and Kriwoken 2003).
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Twenty-one (11 from Mexico, 10 from Australia) interviewees were identified
according to their position and relevance in the ecotourism and impact assessment
industry and included government officials, NGO representatives and academics
with substantial research and practical experience (see Table 3.1). In addition,
figures 3.3, 3.4, 3.5 and 3.6 show their background and current experience within
their sector and institution. A full description of the study was provided to
participants, along with a request for contact names and numbers of other
potentially suitable interviewees applying the snowball technique.
Table 3.1 Summary of interviewees in each country
Sector

Institution *

Government

CDI

Mexico
Department/Office
Alternative Tourism in
Indigenous Communities

Institution*
OEH
OEH

Government

CDI

Planning and
Consultation

Government

SMA

Government

CONANP

Government
Government
Government

SECTUR
INE
SEMARNAT

NGO
NGO
Academia

RHCO
La Ventana
UMAR

Environmental
Regulation
Natural Protected Areas
Conservation Fund
Tourism Development
Ecosystem Studies
Tourism and Urban
Development
Regional Ecotourism
Director
Resources and industry
Institutes

Academia
UNAM
Institute of Ecology
NOTE * See list of acronyms for full description

OEH
OEH
DoP&I
TTF

NSW
Department/Office
Tourism and Partnership
Brand (NPWS)
Reserve & Wildlife Policy
(Parks & Wildlife)
Metropolitan South West
(Parks and Wildlife Division)
The Royal National Park
Assessment and System
Performance
National Management and
Tourism Policy

EDO
IUCN
UWS

NSW Office
Australian Committee
Centre for Cultural Research

MU

Environment and Geography
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Figure 3.1 Government participants in Mexico
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Figure 3.2 Government participants in NSW
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Figure 3.3 NGO participants in Mexico and NSW
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Figure 3.4 Academia participants in Mexico and NSW
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3.2.2.2 Data analysis
Following the methodology of Matysek and Kriwoken (2003), the analysis of the
interview data was an iterative process, revisited at different stages during the data
collection and analysis. In other words, the analysis of the interviews began before
some of the interviews had been conducted allowing simultaneous work in the data
collection/data analysis process. Interview data were examined as a whole and with
concepts extracted during the coding process categorised into five descriptive areas
of contestation (see Chapter 5). A more detailed and fine-grained analysis of the
interview data was undertaken once all interviews had been conducted and
translated. This material was then interpreted with reference to the relevant
literature, and the analysis organised into a coherent picture following the aims and
objectives of the present study.
3.2.3 Comparative analysis of case studies
A case study approach was used to compare the issues and constraints of EIA/SIA
procedures in the context of four case studies. According to Yin (2009), case studies
allow researchers to analyse problems from a practical rather than theoretical
perspective and therefore provide on-ground solutions and ad hoc recommendations
for each situation. Bradshaw and Stratford (2006) argued that ‘cases are examples
of more general processes or structures than can be theorised and therefore,
provide an effective method to analyse ongoing issues at a particular destination’ (p.
69). This approach could also provide practical outcomes for resolving in situ
problems and corroborate those identified during the literature review and/or
highlighted by the interviewed experts. It is important to stress that when I talk about
‘Australian case studies’, I refer to cases within New South Wales only. Analysing the
different environmental acts and regulations applicable to EIA/SIA within the
Australian states and territories would be extremely time consuming and effectively
impossible to address within the allocated time to conclude this study. Therefore, I
have focused my analysis in NSW as a sample of Australia bearing in mind that
EIA/SIA practices may vary, to a limited extent, in other Australian jurisdictions.
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3.2.3.1 Case studies selection criteria
Four criteria were used to select the case studies. The first criterion relied on
identifying potential enterprises that were aligned with the core principles of
ecotourism in both their ethos and activities. In this sense, this criterion was
important to discard enterprises that where using the tag “eco” to mask traditional
tourism operations (Honey 2008). The second criterion was the proximity or
adjacency to protected areas to analyse if the ecotourism operations had contributed
to protected area management, funding and conservation (Ceballos-Lascuráin
1986). The third criterion involved two parts. Firstly, the length of time that
enterprises had been operating so their negative and positive impacts could be
identified (more than 10 years), and secondly, the fact that an EIA was required as
part of the development approval process so the qualitative analysis of the quality of
the assessment process could be undertaken.
Four case studies were identified as potentially genuine ecotourism
enterprises set in different environments and under different land tenures and modes
of operation (See Table 3.2).
Mexican case studies were located in coastal towns. The La Escobilla Turtle
Sanctuary (hereafter the Sanctuary), is a community owned venture run by the
Sociedad Cooperativa El Santuario de la Tortuga, Escobilla located in the Santa
Maria Tonameca Municipality in the Oaxaca State. The Xixim Ecolodge (hereafter
the Ecolodge), is a privately owned business located in the Celestún Municipality in
the Yucatan State. Australian case studies were located within inland and coastal
regions of NSW. The Paperbark Camp (hereafter the Camp) is a privately owned
enterprise located in the Shoalhaven Council area. The Discovery Rangers
(hereafter the Rangers) are part of the Mungo National Park tourism strategy located
in the Balranald and Wentworth Councils (see Chapter 6 for full description). An
external tour operation, Discover Mildura, was also included to examine the role of
different ecotourism operations within Mungo National Park.
Visits to the project sites were conducted during 2010 and 2011. In June 2010
a first visit to the Sanctuary and the Ecolodge was conducted to meet the tour
operators who had previously been approached through email and phone calls. The
purpose of this visit was to collect information about the history of the Sanctuary and
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Ecolodge, as well as the type of activities and services provided by these
businesses. A photo register was made of the infrastructure, the areas where
ecotourism activities were performed, and the existing condition of the surrounding
environment. In November 2011, a second visit was made to both the Sanctuary and
the Ecolodge to interview tour operators, collect additional data about the operation
of the enterprises, and obtain any additional information about the historical and
cultural context of the businesses. Within Australia, project sites were visited during
July 2011 and involved gathering information about the activities, services and type
of infrastructure and areas where the commercial activities, on and off site, were
performed. A photo register was taken to show the environmental and infrastructure
conditions of each of the enterprises. Additionally, a representative from each of the
case studies provided their insight and viewpoint about the values and relevant
assets of their business, the ethical contribution of their operation, as well as how
they believed they were promoting environmental and heritage conservation and
sustainable practices through their operation.
Table 3.2 Features of the four ecotourism case studies
Enterprises
Features

Mexico

Name

La Escobilla Turtle
Sanctuary

Xixim Ecolodge

Paperbark Camp

Discovery Rangers
Discover Mildura

Type

Accommodation
Food services
Guided tours
Santa Maria
Tonameca, Oaxaca
100 m north of La
Escobilla Beach
Flora and Fauna
Sanctuary
(CONANP)
Sociedad
Cooperativa el
Santuario de las
Tortugas Escobilla
S.C. de R.L. de C.V.
Rustic
Distintivo M

Accommodation
Food services
Guided tours
Celestun, Yucatan

Accommodation
Food services
Function centre
Huskisson, NSW

Within the tourist
zone of the Ria
Celestun Biosphere
Reserve
(CONANP)
Eco Paraíso S.A.
de C.V

2 km from the
Upper
Currambene
Creek Sanctuary
Zone (MPA)
Hutchings Camp
Pty Ltd

Guided tours
Environmental and
cultural interpretation
Wentworth and
Balranald, NSW
Within Mungo National
Park (NPWS)

Luxurious
Colibri Ecotourism
Award

Luxurious
Advance
Ecotourism

Location
Proximity to
protected
areas
Land tenure
and
enterprise
ownership
Infrastructure
Certification

New South Wales

National Parks and
Wildlife Services and
Private external tour
operation
Rustic/mobile/trucks
No commercial
accreditation (R) and
Advance Ecotourism
(DM)
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3.2.3.2 Structured interviews with tour operators
According to Hay (2005), the use of structured interviews in qualitative research
provides the opportunity to collect and record people’s opinions, attitudes and
perceptions about processes that influence their life. This method was utilised to
gather the opinion of the representatives of each of the four case studies to
understand two things. Firstly, the conceptualisation and understanding of tour
operators in regards to the principles of ecotourism and the implications of running
an ecotourism business. Secondly, the initial EIA/SIA process and how its outcomes
were implemented in each of the case studies, and if sustainable and responsible
practices were adopted in turn. The interviews consisted of thirty questions and
lasted between 30 min and 1 hour. These were divided into five sections (see Table
3.3), with each section containing 5-6 questions about the conceptualization of
ecotourism, its financial and logistical implications, and the initial EIA/SIA planning
processes undertaken by each business prior to its implementation (see Appendix II
for the full list of questions). Another set of questions was prepared to acquire
demographic information and understand the social and cultural context in which
each ecotourism enterprise had been set.
Table 3.3 Questions (Q), concepts and themes of the structured interviews
Q

Concept
Ecotourism
Planning

Themes
Conceptualization and understanding of ecotourism
1-6
Benefits and constraints of ecotourism
Acknowledgement of impact assessment requirements
7-12
Impact
EIA and SIA legislation and procedures
Planning
Understanding of preventive and mitigation measures
Monitoring and follow-up methods and strategies
Community involvement in the decision-making process
Community
12-17
Participation
Importance of local customs and traditions
Sustainable economy
Sustainable
17-22
Sustainable benefits of the project to the local environment
Development
Sustainable benefits of the project to the local community
Data on age, ethnic origin, level of education, and family structure
Demographic
23-30
Things that could improve the ecotourism activities in each business
information
Comments to this survey (things that could improve)
NOTE: See Appendix II for full list of questions.

3.2.3.3 EIS review
Environmental Impact Statements (hereafter EIS) are the written result of the EIA
process. These reports contain the findings in regards to the effect of potential
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impacts which are collected by developers so the determining authority can decide,
based on the quality of the information in the EIS, if a development proposal should
be approved and under what conditions. In this sense, if the EIS is incomplete, lacks
scientific rigor and poorly addresses potential impacts and mitigation measures,
most likely it will be rejected and approval consent will be denied or conditional
subject to improvement. Therefore, the EIS becomes a decision-making tool which
plays an essential role in the approval process (Glasson et al. 1994, 1997, in
Peterson 2010).
It is important to acknowledge that methods to evaluate the quality of the EIS
are often based on checklists looking for unsuitable or ad hoc methods, biased or
inaccurate supporting data, and no rationale for conclusions. A qualitative grade is
assigned that reflects the determining authority’s opinion on the information included
(Raymond and Coates 2001; Glasson et al. 2005, Põder and Lukki 2011).
Modifications to the checklist approach have been used to determine if countryspecific EIA guidelines have been met focusing on: a) the organization of the report,
in terms of clarity and coherence, b) the scientific and technical rigour of data used in
impact prediction, and c) the usefulness of the report as a decision-making tool
(Bojorques-Tapia and Garcia 1998).
The effectiveness of these methods however, resides in several factors that
influence the reviewer’s decision in regards to the EIA process, such as ‘individual
cognitive abilities, emotional profile, overall educational background, knowledge of
EIA process, and work experience’ (Bojorques-Tapia and Garcia 1998, p. 29). Other
experts have also shown that the level of scrutiny from the reviewers in evaluating
the information provided will also affect the effectiveness of these methods and
consequently influence the decisions made (Sandham and Pretorius 2008; Peterson
2010). This last issue, however, has not been widely examined as the decision of the
determining authorities is not often challenged due to their position within
government bodies.
In this study, the quality of the EIS for each case study was qualitatively
analysed following Harvey and Clark’s (2012) checklist approach based on the level
of compliance with the standard phases of the EIA process presented in Table 2.6
(see Chapter 2). The objectives of this evaluation were to analyse a) the quality and
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representativeness of the scientific and social based knowledge used for impact
prediction and assessment in each of the four case studies EIS, and b) the
effectiveness of the work performed by the project consultants in providing adequate
mitigation and impact prevention measures in each of the four case studies EIS. This
analysis was then contrasted with the existing environmental characteristics of the
project site and socio-economic conditions of the enterprises to determine whether
the outcomes of the EIA/SIA process were met and implemented through the
management and operation of each of the four businesses (see Chapter 6 for full
discussion).

3.3 Challenges in data collection and analysis
It is worth noting some of the challenges experienced while conducting the present
study in terms of data collection and analysis. These challenges were mainly related
to the cross-cultural approach I used in this study. Perhaps the biggest challenge
experienced was engaging with participants from distinct socio-cultural backgrounds.
Being an insider in one society and outsider in the other required attracting the
attention of potential interviewees and tour operators without influencing them. I had
to be extremely careful not to push their participation and engage in unethical
behaviours, something that I certainly did not want to pursue.
Contacting potential ecotourism and IA professionals in Mexico was relatively
easy as some of them were referred to me by previous colleagues. Speaking the
same language and knowing the nature of their work was also an advantage. I
initially approached them through several emails explaining the relevance of the
study for the Mexican and international context and highlighting the importance of
their contribution as experienced professionals. Some of them, although being
referred by their co-workers, did not reply (99% response). In contrast, contacting
potential interviewees in NSW represented one of the biggest challenges as being
an outsider with no working colleagues to refer me required a more extensive and
selective process than the one experienced in Mexico. The aid of the UOW Faculty
of Science and the DECCW liaisons was critical in this process as they provided me
with potential contacts who might agree to participate according to their experience
in the field. I initially contacted them through email to explain my research aim and
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objectives, the relevance of my research and the importance of their contribution.
Initially, only three out the eleven potential interviewees responded to my request
and agreed to be interviewed. In the end ten of the original eleven (99%) responded
to my inquiries and decided to participate.
Contacting potential tour operators also presented a challenge. In the case of
Mexico, I also received some support from several colleagues who had previously
engaged with these operators as part of their own research. While contacting tour
operators did not represent a huge challenge, getting them to participate did to a
certain extent. To obtain some information about their business I had to plan visits to
each enterprise to discuss my research on their own terms and schedules. This
involved travelling to the project destinations and spending several days with them
allowing them to get to know me before collecting substantial and relevant
information. This process, however, became part of my fieldwork in Mexico and
produced additional information about the infrastructure, the environmental and
socio-economic conditions of each of the enterprises, as well as some of the benefits
and constraints of their own business.
In contrast, contacting potential tour operators in NSW represented a
substantial challenge. Firstly, I was an outsider (non Australian) and sometimes an
outsider can be perceived as suspicious and unreliable. This required me to send
several emails before getting an answer from the operators when I could properly
express my research objectives. My limited knowledge of English played an
important part of this process as I had to carefully choose my words and reflect on
the structure of my statements to avoid sounding arrogant and superficial. Secondly,
this process also involved visits to each of the enterprises on their own terms,
sometimes, outside of my own time schedule, a practice that is often frequent in
qualitative social research. Thirdly, it also involved designating more time to prepare
relevant questions for them to understand. In contrast to tour operators in Mexico,
most NSW participants agreed to participate straight after I finally got their attention.
In the end however, some of them decided not to participate due to unknown
reasons and some others never replied (50% response). In general, I feel that
people responded positively to my inquiries and requests to be interviewed. All of
them provided me with important firsthand knowledge about the issues of ecotourism
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planning and assessment and about the constraints of IA practices in the context of
both countries.
Finally, analysing the interview data also became a challenge, particularly
because of the language barrier. For example, recordings in Spanish had to be
translated into English to homogenise the information and group it into the five areas
of debate (see Chapter 5). This process required a great amount of time to make
sure that the language used in these transcriptions was consistent. Similarly,
recordings in English had to be listened to several times not only to understand their
meaning but to relate them to the problem I was trying to address

3.4 Ethical considerations
A Human Ethics Research Application (HE10/354) was submitted in 2010 to the
Human Ethics Research Committee (HERC) of the University of Wollongong to fulfil
the human ethics requirements. Since this study involved interviews with key
informants and tour operators, it was important to the HERC for respondents to
understand the potential risks and implications of their participation in the present
study, and therefore ameliorate any inconvenience. As part of the UOW ethics
requirements, a thorough description of the present study had to be provided to
participants for them to understand the requirements imposed by the University of
Wollongong. These requirements were acknowledged by each participant before any
of the interviews took place so they could understand their right to withdraw any
information at any time if they considered it inappropriate for the present study. As
part of the ethical considerations, the identity of participants remained anonymous to
protect their integrity and safety against potential backlash that could result from the
publication of the present study. The application has been completed and approved
(see Appendix III, IV).
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Chapter 4 EIA environmental policy and governance
4.1 Introduction
This chapter analyses both the Mexican and New South Wales environmental
governance systems to discuss how IA procedures have been framed within
national, state, and local planning and development policies. This chapter is divided
into five sections. Section 4.2 explores the evolution of these procedures, and how
they have become accepted worldwide as part of countries’ environmental policy.
Section 4.3 explores the benefits and constraints with the EIA/SIA policy and
governance system within the Mexican context through the analysis of the LGEEPA
1988 and other planning instruments. Section 4.4 discusses the benefits and
constraints of the current EIA/SIA policy and governance in Australia. Finally, section
4.5 presents a discussion of the key issues undermining the application and
compliance of IA procedures and highlighting the legislative and policy gaps within
the two countries.

4.2 The evolution of impact assessment procedures
The rise of the ecological modernisation theory became the catalyst for governments
to reframe their development priorities to address the environmental, and to a certain
extent, the social effects of human activities. As a response to this trend, the United
States Congress was the first government body to establish EIA provisions within the
National Environmental Protection Act 1969 (hereafter NEPA), the world’s first
environmental legislation. Within Section 101(4332) (A) of the NEPA, the concept of
impact assessment became evident as an instrument of the national environmental
policy to systematically evaluate the impacts of human activities (Gillespie 2008).
Such provisions aimed to provide an assessment framework to ensure that
environmental factors were equally weighted compared to other factors in the
decision making process using an instrument that years later became the
cornerstone of environmental legislation and policies in most countries (Cashmore,
et al. 2008, 2010; Gillespie 2008). Gillespie (2008) has argued that since the first
appearance in the NEPA, IA procedures have undergone structural changes within
the theoretical rationale, which in turn, have became more complex, technically
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challenging and administratively regulated. Some of these changes are outlined in
Table 4.1 in a chronological summary of the trends and innovations that lead to the
current conception of EIA and SIA (Vanclay 2006). Elliot and Thomas (2009) argued
that such changes were not only the product of an increase in scientific and
technological knowledge but as a response to the need for natural resource
conservation.
Table 4.1 Chronological evolution of environmental impact assessments
Period
Prior to
1970

Phase
Pre
EIA

Trends and Innovations
Project review based on engineering and economic studies (i.e.
cost-benefit analysis)
Limited consideration of environmental consequences
1970Methodological
EIA introduced in some developed countries
1975
Development
Initially focused on identifying, predicting and mitigating bio-physical
effects
Opportunity for public involvement
1975Social
Multi-dimensional EIA, incorporating social impact assessment (SIA)
1980
dimensions
and risk analysis
included
Public consultation integral part of development planning and
assessment
Increased emphasis on issues of justification and alternatives in
project review.
1980Process and
Efforts to integrate project EIA with policy planning and follow up
1985
procedural
phases
Redirection
Research and development on effects of monitoring, on EIA audit
created
and process evaluation, and on mediation and dispute resolution
approaches
Adoption of EIA by international aid and lending agencies and by
some developing countries
1985Regional
Scientific and institutional frameworks for EIA begin to be rethought
1990
and global
in response to sustainability ideas and imperatives
approach
Search begins for ways to address regional and global
acquired
environmental charges and cumulative impacts
Growing international co-operation on EIA research and training
1994Strategic
Strategic environmental assessment (SEA) of policies, plans and
present
framework
programs introduced in some developed countries
developed
International convention on trans-boundary EIA
UNCED places new demands on EIA for expanded concepts,
methods and procedures to promote sustainability
Source: Modified from Vanclay 2006.

Within this chronological evolution, two relevant periods in EIA history can be
highlighted. One was the 1975-1980 period, in which IA was considered the first
systematic approach for environmental management. In this period, the idea of
sustainable development came into place and the conceptualisation of EIA practices
became relevant when addressing environmental factors but also when recognising
the existing interrelationship between social and environmental components
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(Vanclay 2006). The introduction of the notion of SIA, community consultation and
evaluation of project alternatives also characterised this period as several case
studies showed that social and cultural impacts could also rise from the
establishment of development proposals (Eccleston 2011). During the 1990s, a
second period in the evolution of IA appeared with the proclamation of the Rio
Declaration on Environment and Development in 1992, in which IA procedures
acquired a mandatory role within the national planning and development policies of
signatory countries as stated in Principle 17:
Environmental impact assessments, as a national instrument, shall be undertaken for
proposed activities that are likely to have a significant adverse impact on the environment and
are subject to a decision of a competent national authority (Rio Declaration on Environment
and Development 1992, in Harvey & Clarke 2012, p.3)

In a very similar manner, Article 14 of the Convention of Biological Diversity (CBD)
established EIA provisions among signatory countries which every party agreed to:
Introduce appropriate procedures requiring environmental impact assessment of its proposed
projects that are likely to have significant adverse effects on biological diversity with a view to
avoiding or minimizing such effects (Art. 14a, CBD 1992 in Gillespie 2008, p. 222).

In this sense, the introduction of IA procedures within international agreements
marked the transition between a society that in the past was focused on addressing
environmental and social problems individually into a society that acknowledged the
interrelated nature of these problems and need for an integrated mechanism to solve
them.
Since the Rio Summit, more than 100 countries have adopted this model
within their environmental planning policies and legislation seeking to address
sustainable development strategies and environmental protection priorities. In
addition, most countries have been proactive in using this mechanism to enhance
environmental governance among the different levels of government (Gillespie 2008;
Harvey and Clark 2012). The EIA/SIA frameworks adopted in Mexico and Australia
evolved from that adopted by the NEPA (see Fig.4.1).
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Figure 4.1 Evolution of the Mexican and Australian environmental legislation: NEPA = National
Environmental Planning Act 1969, LFPCCA = Environmental Pollution Prevention and Control
Federal Law 1971; EP (IoP) Act = Environmental planning (impact of proposals) Act 1974; LFPA =
Environment Protection Federal Law 1982; LGEEPA = Environment Protection and Ecological
Equilibrium General Law 1988; EPBC Act = Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation
Act 1999 (Source: Adapted from SEMARNAP-INE 2000; Elliot and Thomas 2009 and SEMARNATINE 2012).

The LGEEPA 1988 is the central piece of the Mexican environmental legislation
regulating environmental policy at every government level (see section 4.3.1). The
LGEEPA 1988 provides statutory requirements to protect, preserve and manage
environmental and heritage significant sites (SEMARNAP-INE 2000; SEMARNATINE 2012). The Act also establishes bilateral agreements between the federal, state
and local governments to enforce trans-boundary assessments and avoid
assessment duplication (see Fig. 4.2).
At the top of the Australian environmental legislation is the EPBC Act 1999,
decreed to protect matters of national environmental significance (see section 4.4 for
further discussion) providing statutory requirements for the content of EIAs
(Commonwealth of Australia 1994; Farrier and Adams 2009, Bonyhady and
Macintosh 2010). Figure 4.2 outlines the existing differences and similarities
between the two countries in terms of the legislative and governance framework,
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exemplifying the relationships that exist between the different levels of government in
the context of EIA.

Figure 4.2 The Commonwealth of Australia and Mexican United States environmental legislation
framework. Left, the EPBC Act = Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act, NSW
EP&A Act = New South Wales, Environmental Planning and Assessment Act; DGER = DirectorGeneral Environmental Assessment Requirements; LEP = Local Environmental Plan; SEPP = State
Environmental Planning Policy. Right, the LGEEPA = Ecological Equilibrium and Environment
Protection General Law, REIA = Regulation for Impact Assessment under the LGEEPA, POET =
Ecological and Territorial Ordinance Programs and LDP = Local development plans. The dashed
arrows represent pathways where compliance is an issue (Source: Adapted from SEMARNAP-INE
2000, Elliot and Thomas 2009, SEMARNAT-INE 2012).

The evolution of these instruments among developed and developing countries has
been substantially affected by the environmental and socio-economic state of affairs
(Palerm and Aceves 2004). For example, these authors argued that in most
developed countries the evolution of these instruments has been in parallel with the
formation of a strong and challenging civil society that has increasingly demanded
acceptable living standards and adequate environmental conditions. This trend has
promoted the development of agreements between different sectors of the society to
enhance public participation in environmental decision-making. In addition, within
these countries, environmental policies have played an essential role in ensuring that
further environmental degradation does not take place without providing an
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appropriate framework for its control, protection and conservation, including
provisions to protect the wellbeing of the human population.
In developing countries, often characterised by the lack of a strong and
accountable regulatory system but with an increasingly growing civil society that is
demanding better informed decisions, EIAs could play an important role in promoting
more transparent and inclusive governance practices. Palerm and Aceves (2004)
argued that in developing countries, often home of a high Indigenous population,
these processes have often excluded Indigenous voices within the decision-making
process, resulting in non-participatory and non-inclusive systems for effective
environmental management. These authors have also argued that in such countries,
IAs have become bureaucratic instruments to gain political power instead of
mechanisms to achieve environmental management and transparent decisionmaking. Such constraints, however, are not exclusive to developing countries. For
example, Howitt (1995) has argued that in the case of Australia, a highly regulated,
technocratic and modernistic EIA/SIA framework has been used as a mechanism to
justify development proposals, but has often not served as a participatory and
inclusive system welcoming community interest in environmental and heritage
protection.
Today, EIAs and SIAs vary in concept and scope from previous approaches.
In theory, both share the same theoretical rationale of accounting for potential
impacts of proposals ensuring that they are controlled and generally accepted by the
wider community before projects are implemented (Glasson and Salvador 2000;
Glasson et al. 2005; Harvey and Clark 2012). In practice, however, as explained in
Chapter 2, EIAs/SIAs vary substantially depending on a series of social, cultural and
environmental considerations in which such procedures have to be applied. For
example, EIAs/SIAs may be influenced by the political scenario in which the proposal
will be planned, the type and magnitude of the proposed development, the
significance of the environment in which the development will be implemented, the
aspirations of the proponents, the expertise of the EIA consultants, and the quality of
the information used for impact prediction and assessment. These characteristics
have influenced the complexity and rigor of the predictions made within IAs thereby,
influencing the effectiveness of the final outcomes.
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4.3 Environmental policy and governance for IA in Mexico
In 1971, the Mexican government enacted the first legislative instrument concerning
the protection of the environment, the Ley Federal para Prevenir y Controlar la
Contaminación Ambiental (LFPCCA, acronym in Spanish)8, which incorporated
some notions of environmental assessment; however, the law was strongly oriented
towards preventing and controlling environmental pollution and its consequences for
human health. By 1982, this law had undergone substantial modification to increase
its spectrum of action and become more rigorous in areas of environmental planning
and management. These modifications were incorporated in a new law, the Ley
Federal de Protección Ambiental (LFPA, acronym in Spanish)9, which adopted a
sectoral environmental protection perspective by introducing, for the first time within
the Mexican environmental legislation, the concepts of Evaluación de Impacto
Ambiental (Environmental Impact Assessment) and Manifestación de Impacto
Ambiental (Environmental Impact Statement) (SEMARNAT-INE 2012). In addition,
these modifications were also promoted to meet internationally accepted
environmental protection goals in which Mexico, as a signatory country, had
participated in the past. Within this new law, activities that required the preparation of
an EIA/SIA due to their potential impact were included; however, its application and
compliance were still not rigorously enforced (SEMARNAP-INE 2000; Murillo et al.
2007, Malagamba et al. 2009; SEMARNAT-INE 2012). By the late 1980s, the current
LGEEPA 1988 was enacted in which environmental assessment procedures became
a mandatory process to provide statutory requirements to control the observance of
environmental impacts. Within this law, environmental impact assessment has been
defined as:
El procedimiento a través del cual la Secretaría establece las condiciones a que se sujetará
la realización de obras y actividades que puedan causar desequilibrio ecológico o rebasar los
límites y condiciones establecidos en las disposiciones aplicables para proteger el ambiente y
preservar y restaurar los ecosistemas, a fin de evitar o reducir al mínimo sus efectos
negativos sobre el medio ambiente (The procedure through which the Secretariat establishes
the conditions that the execution of works and activities potentially causing ecological
imbalance or exceeding the limits and conditions within the applicable provisions will be
8
9

Environmental Pollution Prevention and Control Federal Law
Environmental Protection Federal Law
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subjected with the purpose of protecting, preserving and restoring the ecosystems and avoid
or minimise its negative effects over the environment) [Title I, Chapter IV, Section V, Article 28
of the LGEEPA 1988, Author’s translation].

By 1994, these procedures had become highly significant when Mexico became a
participant in international co-operation and economic treaties, such as the North
America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) established in co-operation with Canada
and the United States of America (USA). This treaty required that the Mexican
environmental legislation had mandatory environmental standards to regulate the
performance of Canadian and USA industries for them to trade and exchange goods
and services within the Mexican states. Other international co-operation agreements
between the Organisation for Economic Development and Co-operation (OECD) and
the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) also triggered the observance of
EIA procedures to maximise the control and prevention of environmental impacts
(SEMARNAT-INE 2012).
The LGEEPA 1988 and its Regulation (2000) were enacted in every state of
Mexico through the operational code of several environmental government agencies
such as the Secretaría de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT,
acronym in Spanish), the Comisión Nacional de Areas Naturales Protegidas
(CONANP, acronym in Spanish), and the Comisión Nacional Forestal (CONAFOR,
acronym in Spanish), and is enforced by the Procuraduría Federal para la Protección
al Ambiente (PROFEPA, acronym in Spanish, see list of acronyms for full English
translations). The LGEEPA 1988 is also observed in the work of social development
institutions such the Secretaría de Desarrollo Social (SEDESOL, acronym in
Spanish) and the Comisión Nacional para el Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indígenas
(CDI,

acronym

in

Spanish)

through

bilateral

agreements

between

the

abovementioned environmental agencies. These agreements provide the regulatory
basis for the application of development programs which operate by providing
funding, in the form of subsidies, for the implementation of community projects within
areas of high environmental significance and often home to large indigenous
populations. Funding is often directed to sponsor capacity building workshops and
organisational development activities which focus on developing an active and
participatory society willing to engage in environmental management and
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conservation. In relation to the IA process, such programs often required the
development of an EIA/SIA to comply with the relevant legislation if funding will be
designated for the implementation and construction of community infrastructure. In
the case of ecotourism planning and assessment, important reforms were made in
2006 by the SEMARNAT which passed the NMX-AA-133-SCFI-2006 legislation
incorporating requirements and standards that every ecotourism project must
account for before any proposed activity can be implemented. These requirements
included: a) detailed description of the socio-economic and environmental
components of the area; b) building criteria for tourist infrastructure taking into
account water and energy efficient technologies, as well as waste management
strategies, and c) requirements for the implementation of any proposed ecotourism
activities including code of conduct, guidelines for interpretation and environmental
education, responsible use of marine and terrestrial ecosystems, fire control, and
wildlife protection.
4.3.1 IA procedures under the LGEEPA 1988
Under the LGEEPA 1988 and its Regulations 2000, impact assessment procedures
rely on environmental planning instruments to determine the type and magnitude of
development proposals (see Appendix V for full list of EIA modalities and
requirements). Such instruments are named Ecological and Territorial Ordinance
Programs (hereafter POET, acronym in Spanish) and provide zoning regulations to
control the state and municipal development policy to protect the natural resources in
the country (Fonseca et al. 2006). The LGEEPA also provides guidelines for the
development of three modalities of impact assessment: a) Risk Assessments,
usually generated for development with low or minimal environmental impact, b)
Particular EIAs, generated for single and isolated developments; and, c) Regional
EIAs, prepared for trans-boundary projects at a regional scale. These procedures
are performed using standardised and broader assessment guidelines, even though
projects vary considerably in type and scale, as well as in their aim and objectives
(Aguilar 2009, Becerra 2009). It is important to notice that EIA requirements under
the state’s environmental legislation slightly differ in scope from the requirements
under the LGEEPA 1988, but share the same content and structure (see Appendix V
for a comparison between the federal and state Mexican IA legislation). Table 4.2
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shows the relevant legislation potentially applicable to ecotourism developments
depending on the type and magnitude of the development and emphasises the
standards and guidelines (norms) which proponents need to follow to avoid potential
impacts on water, soil, and biodiversity. EIAs are based upon a limited understanding
of the social, economic and political factors of the particular community, hence
undermining the value of the outcomes of the EIA process (pers. comm.,
SEMARNAT official 2010). A clear example of the gaps within the EIA/SIA process in
Mexico is that proponents do not fully comprehend the impact assessment
requirements included in the legislation and guidelines, and often do heed any of the
recommendations made by the impact assessment authority once the EIS has been
approved. This situation results in the omission of important environmental and
socio-cultural considerations once the business is up and running, for example, the
lack of impact mitigation and monitoring strategies (pers. comm., DGIRA official
2010). The magnitude of the project and the degree of the proponent’s involvement
in the decision-making process often dictates the complexity and cost of the impact
assessment process (Brito 2009; García 2009). For example, to avoid major costs
and time constraints, development proposals are usually small in size and simple in
operation and management so the time invested on the EIA/SIA will be short,
allowing the approval process undergone by the determining authority and the
implementation of the project to continue without major delay. However, once the EIS
has been approved, project proponents often build additional infrastructure without
proper notice, hence bypassing any conditions or recommendations made by the
assessment authority (pers. comm., SMA official 2010). Moreover, although a
legislative framework exists to regulate the performance of EIA procedures and the
civil society is demanding more involvement in the decision-making processes,
current IA procedures offer very limited opportunities compared to best practice
principles (Palerm and Aceves 2004). Finally, while the Mexican impact assessment
framework theoretically plays an important role in preventing further environmental
deterioration, there are serious gaps in practice. These are through the lack of a)
clear EIA/SIA guidelines and standards, b) specific and effective monitoring and
follow-up methodologies, and c) enforcement mechanisms to prevent government
corruptive practices and promote best ethical procedures.
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Table 4.2 Mexican environmental legislation applicable to ecotourism
Authority

Legislation

SEMARNAT

LGEEPA

SEMARNAT

CNA

Description
Central piece of environmental protection
legislation that regulates the impact
assessment requirements for all types of
development proposals.
Its regulation for protected areas specifies
which development proposals could be
approved within National Parks and other
areas of high environmental significance.
Sets the monitoring and follow-up
requirements to comply with the Natural
Protected Areas legislation which is enforced
by the CONANP.

Norms/guidelines

Description

NOM-059SEMARNAT-2001

Endangered species of national significance.

NOM-131-ECOL1998

LGVS

Regulates the sustainable use of biodiversity
in natural areas.
Sets the requirements for species
conservation and any extractive enterprise
involving the responsible management of
flora and fauna.
Regulates environmental education and
interpretation programs involving the
responsible use of flora and fauna to avoid
biodiversity loss.
Advice in the implementation of hunting
requirements.

Establishes wildlife watching and wildlife
conservation requirements through a best practice
approach.
(It specifically applies to whale watching and its
conservation)

NOM-001SEMARNAT-1996

Regulates the maximum levels of pollutants in water
that it is discharged into national and state water
bodies.

LAN

Regulates the sustainable use of surface and
groundwater for human activities.
Regulates the concessions for responsible
water use and sustainable exploitation though
bilateral agreements within the states and
local governments.
Regulates the state of the hydraulic
infrastructure used to transport, store and

NOM-002SEMARNAT-1996

Regulates the maximum levels of pollutants in water
that is been discharged into local and municipal
drainage systems.

NOM-003-

Regulates the maximum levels of pollutants in water
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supply water to public spaces.
Defines the ZOFEMAT10 and the activities
that can be performed in coastal areas to
ensure responsible and sustainable use.

CONAFOR

Federal
Government

SEMARNAT-1996

treated for public use.

NOM-003-CNA1996

Technical requirements for the construction of water
wells to avoid groundwater pollution.

NOM-004-CNA1996

Safety groundwater requirements applied during the
maintenance, rehabilitation and closure of water
wells.

NOM-015
SEMARNAT/
SAGARPA-1997

Regulates land uses within state forests and
agricultural lands, as well as bush fire contingency
plans, requirements and guidelines to prepare the
government and the public in case of an emergency.

LGDFS

Regulates human activities within significant
Federal and State forests.
Advice on matters of sustainable forestry,
forest plagues and forest exploitation.
Promotes the rational use of forests by local
stakeholders.
Requirements for clearing, fire control,
sustainable and responsible use, and the
establishment of tourism enterprises within
national and state forests.

NOM-061SEMARNAT-1994

Flora and fauna mitigation requirements to minimise
the negative effects of sustainable forestry.

NOM-022SEMARNAT-2003

LGBN

Regulates the responsible use of public
property such as coastal zones of national
significance.
Establishes the requirements to apply for
government concessions over the ZOFEMAT.
Relates to the LGEEPA to set EIA
requirements for development proposals in
public property land and coastal zones.

Regulates the sustainable and responsible use of
coastal wetlands and other coastal ecosystems, as
well as guidelines for its conservation and
protection.

NOM-146SEMARNAT-2005

Establishes the methods for the design of
cartographic location maps to identify the ZOFEMAT
and other land near to the sea

Source: SEMARNAT 2003

10

Zona Federal Marítimo Terrestre (Federal Maritime and Terrestrial Zone or Coastal Buffer Zone)
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4.4 Environmental policy and governance for IA in Australia
The need for environmental legislation in Australia was triggered in the late 19th
century when concerns over the reduction in the area of forests and in the number of
native animals in the United States of America became a concern for governments
and regulators (Elliot and Thomas 2009). Early Australian pollution legislation was
probably as concerned with smell and appearance as with public health and the
protection of water quality. There was also a strong element of concern about health
in early town-planning laws, through the separation of noxious industries, the
provision of parklands, and the arrangement of streets to provide light and fresh air
to houses. Leisure time available to urban dwellers and the improved transport of the
time helped people develop an interest in nature and as consequence, concerns
about its protection and conservation (Elliot and Thomas 2009). Harvey and Clark
(2012) have argued that the evolution of IA in Australia (particularly EIA) is
characterised by three periods. The first period occurred in the 1970s and early
1980s when the first EIA frameworks and legislative principles were established. By
1972, the NSW Government and the Commonwealth Government introduced the
general terms of the EIA process in the legislation but it was not until 1974 that full
Commonwealth EIA legislation was introduced with the enactment of the
Environmental Planning (Impacts of proposals) Act 1974.
The second period occurred during the 1990s when increasing recognition
from all Australian governments about the need for co-operation on environmental
issues became apparent. The growing importance of environmental protection
became a priority at a global scale through the enactment of several international
environmental agreements, such as the 1992 World Summit, that generated
pressure on Australia to show its environmental strength and engage in a global
network of EIA practitioners. In response, several EIA federal documents were
produced in Australia as evidence of the consideration and improvement of
procedural aspects of EIA. For example, the National Approach to EIA in Australia
reiterated the need for an intergovernmental agreement on the environment that
included the creation of a national approach to IA procedures and greater
streamlining of EIA and other approval processes (Harvey and Clark 2012). The
Australian and New Zealand Environment and Conservation Council was
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responsible for preparing this national approach. The principles of Ecological
Sustainable Development (ESD) were introduced into this approach to enhance the
quality of EIA towards establishing a sustainable society (Elliot and Thomas 2009).
The Intergovernmental Agreement on the Environment was endorsed in 1992 by the
state and territory ministers to establish the rules for the interaction of federal, state
and territory and local governments on environmental matters. In this agreement, all
parties agreed that all levels of government will ensure that their EIA process was
based on principles of co-operation, guidance, time frames, and levels of
assessment according the degree of environmental significance, responsibility of
proponents and public disclosure. The National Approach to EIA in Australia resulted
in the adoption of the National Agreement on EIA in 1996. Today, IA procedures in
Australia have become highly regulated (see Appendix V for full list of EIA
requirements under the federal and state legislation), enabling the establishment of
an appropriate enforcement process from federal to local governments (NSW EP&A
Act 1979; EPBC 1999).
4.4.1 IA procedures under the EPBC Act 1999
The EPBC Act 1999 has been the centre of the Australian environmental legislation
since 1999 providing statutory guidelines to protect, preserve, and manage, areas of
environmental significance. Such areas comprise protected areas, world heritage
sites; marine protected areas, as well as biological communities including migratory
and endangered species (Commonwealth of Australia 1999). IA procedures under
the EPBC Act 1999 are enforced for significant activities within and outside these
areas, requiring an assessment and approval from the Commonwealth Minister for
the Environment (Bonyhady and Macintosh 2010). Such activities include: a)
activities with potential significant effects on threatened and migratory species listed
under the Act (S18-20B, EPBC Act 1999), b) actions taken on Commonwealth land
or in Commonwealth marine areas with potentially significant impacts on the
environment (S23-24A and 26-27A, EPBC Act 1999), and c) activities taken outside
of these areas thought to have significant impacts over the environment (S23-24A
and 26-27A, EPBC Act 1999). Those activities which pose no significant threats to
the areas are assessed under provisions within the management plan. However, as
highlighted by Buckley (2007) and Farrier and Adams (2009), only major
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development/activities are subjected to this requirement while small scale
development/activities are usually not, as they are envisaged within greater regional
or local environmental plans regulated under state environmental legislations.
Potential impacts on regional areas (areas that include more than two states or
landscapes) are regulated through bilateral agreements established between the
Federal and State Government.
4.4.2 IA procedures under the EP&A Act 1979
The first legislative framework for planning in NSW was introduced in 1945 in the
form of amendments to the Local Government Act 1919 (LG Act 1919) containing
limited provisions for town planning. Further amendments to this act in 1945 lead to
the enactment of the Local Government (Town and Country Planning Amendment
Act 1945) providing a formalised and more systematic approach to development by
enabling councils to prepare planning schemes and control over development in their
municipalities. This gave councils greater control land use planning, subdivisions,
building standards and road construction (NSW Parliamentary Library Research
Services, 2010). In 1979, the NSW Environmental Planning and Assessment Act
1979 (EP&A Act 1979) was passed by both Houses of Parliament and enacted in
1980 as the central piece of environmental legislation in the state, providing a
uniform system for environmental planning to:
a) Promote social and economic welfare of the community and better
environment by proper management, development and conservation of the
State’s natural and human resources (s5(a));
b) Share government responsibility for environmental planning between the state
and local governments (s5(b)); and,
c) Increase the opportunity for community involvement in environmental planning
and assessment practices (s5(c)).
The EP&A Act 1979 has undergone a variety of changes in its structure and content
making its observance and compliance unclear in terms of providing substantial and
appropriate EIA/SIA guidelines. For example, at the beginning of this study in 2010,
the EP&A Act 1979 identified three development assessment processes according to
the type and magnitude of the development. Three years later, things have rapidly
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changed and sections relating to the IA process have been repealed or modified,
supposedly to become more straight forward and simple to understand. However,
this is not the case. For example, section 78A of the Act includes the development
application process for proposed developments that need consent, in other words,
requiring official permission to be undertaken. This section also explicitly states that
every development application has to be accompanied by an EIS in order to be
submitted. However, a comprehensive definition of EIS has not been included within
any section of the EP&A Act 1979 or it’s Regulation (2000). The only reference of
EIS included within the Regulation is as follows:
For the purpose of this Act, environmental impact statement means an environmental impact
statement referred to in section 78A, 112 or 115Y of the Act (Part 1, Section 3, EP&A Act
Regulation 2000).

For a non-expert in law and for most development proponents, this EIS definition
clouds the understanding of what an EIS is and implicitly affects the quality of its
content as proponents do not know what to include. Examples like this are common
within the Act and its Regulation, especially in sections that explicitly relate to the EIA
process such as the definition of State Significant Development:
For the purpose of this Act State Significant Development is development that is declared
under this section to be State Significant Development (Part 4, Division 4.1, EP&A Act 1974) .

or State Significant Infrastructure:
For the purposes of this Act State Significant Infrastructure is development that is declared
under this section to be State Significant Infrastructure (Part 5.1, EP&A Act 1974).

In the case of proposals within local government areas, local councils are the
assessing and determining authorities, but in the case of State Significant
Developments (Part 4, Division 4.1) and State Significant Infrastructure (Part 5.1),
the State Minister of the Environment adopts the role of determining authority (see
Table

4.3).
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Table 4.3 Development application process at local, regional and state levels under the NSW EP&A Act 1979
Level
Assessment Authority
Development process
Local

Regional

State

Councils

Councils and determined
by Joint Regional
Planning Panels (JRPPs)

Department of
Planning and Infrastructure
(DP&I)

Assessed in accordance with Part 4 or 5 of the Act
Determined and based on provisions of s. 79(c) of the Act
Should consider any Local Environmental and Development Plans (LEP and LDP) under Part 3 of the Act
The Department of Planning & Infrastructure (DP&I) has no role in this assessment process
Assessed in accordance with Part 4 or 5 of the Act
Determined and based on provisions in section 79(c) of the Act
Should consider any environmental planning instrument such as LEPs and SEPPs.
The DP&I play no role in the assessment, monitoring and compliance processes.
JRPPs make decisions on significant developments, which include:
 Designated developments
 Development with a capital investment value (CIV) over $10 million
 The following development with a CIV over $5 million:
Certain public and private infrastructure
Crown development
Development where council is the proponent or has a conflict of interest
Ecotourism infrastructure
Subdivision of land into more than 250 lots
Certain coastal developments previously assessed as Major Projects to be determined by the Minister
Assessed in accordance with Part 3A of the Act (now repealed)
The DP&I compliance team is in charge of the monitoring of state developments only.
The DP&I would issue the applicant (proponent) with Environmental Assessment Requirements (known as
Director-Generals Requirements, or DGRs) for their particular project, and the proponent would prepare and
submit an Environmental Assessment (EA) based on DGRs given by the DP&I
Development for the purposes of ecotourism facilities that has a CIV of more than $5 million.
State Significant Developments and State Significant Infrastructure

Source: NSW EP&A Act 1979, No 203 (Division 4.1); EP&A Regulation 2000 (Schedule 1); SEPP 2011 (Part 4, Schedule 1)
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At the regional level, local councils, with the aid of the Joint Regional Planning
Panels (JRPPs), become the consent and determining authorities. At state level, the
Minister of Planning and Director General of the Department of Planning and
Infrastructure (hereafter DP&I), adopt these roles for State Significant Developments.
The Minister determines, under s.89(C) of the EP&A Act 1979, if a specified
development is to be assessed as State Significant Development only if the
proponent has obtained advice from the Planning Assessment Commission (PAC)
about the significance of the development (Environmental Defenders Office 2011).
Guidelines for the implementation of developments and planning controls,
such as EIAs at local, regional, state and federal levels have been included within
the EP&A Act Regulation (2000) and must be considered when evaluating potential
impacts of any development (NSW Parliament 1979). For example, the designation
and concurrence with Environmental Planning Instruments (EPI) under Part 3 of the
EP&A Act 1979, such as Local Environmental Plans (LEP) and State Environmental
Planning Polices (SEPP) (see Table 4.4). These LEPs and SEPPs provide
development standards for housing for aged or disabled persons and protection of
coastal wetlands. These zones, defined by their capacity to provide people with
adequate environmental services are meant to protect and preserve the environment
and its socio-economic values, as well as maintain the ecological integrity of the
surrounding ecosystem. Additionally, changes to the EP&A Act 1979, particularly in
Part 3A, Schedule 4A(15)(3)(a), have included the concept of Capital Investment
Value (CIV), which has become the main indicator to determine which procedures
will be used in the assessment of development proposals and by which government
agencies. The purposes of the JRPP and the PAC are to a) reduce the level of
subjectivity and provide transparency within the decision making process, b) apply
rigor and expertise in reviewing development applications, c) increase accountability
as they operate independently without government interference, and d) reduce
application assessment times and waiting periods. Furthermore, in 2012, Part 3A
was repealed to provide a simpler and broader view of assessment procedures at
the state level by overriding many local planning controls and other approvals
required

under

the

NSW

environmental

legislation.
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Table 4.4 State Environmental Planning Policies (SEPPs) that enforce EIA procedures under the NSW EP&A Act 1979
SEPP
State
and Regional
Developments

Kosciusko National
Park Alpine Resorts
Major
Development*

Building Sustainability
Index (BASIX)

Coastal
Protection
Koala
Habitat
Protection

Caravan Parks

Concept
Identifies development to which the State Significant Development assessment and approval process applies under Part 4 of
the Act
Identifies development that is State Significant infrastructure and Critical State Significant Infrastructure
Confers functions on JRPPs to determine development applications
Requires an EIA under Part 5 of the Act including Directors General Impact Assessment requirements
Strengthen the assessment framework for development within the alpine resorts and to reinforce environmentally sustainable
development and recreational activities within these resorts.
Facilitates the protection of the natural and cultural settings of the alpine resorts in Kosciusko National Park.
Defines certain developments that are major projects to be assessed under the former Part 3A of the Environmental Planning
and Assessment Act 1979 and determined by the Minister for Planning (repealed)
Provides planning provisions for State significant sites (amended)
Identifies the council consent authority functions that may be carried out by JRPPs and classes of regional development to be
determined by JRPPs (amended).
Operates in conjunction with the Environmental Planning and Assessment Amendment (Building Sustainability Index: BASIX)
Regulation 2004 to ensure the effective introduction of BASIX in NSW.
Ensures consistency in the implementation of BASIX throughout the State by overriding competing provisions in other
environmental planning instruments and development control plans, and specifying that SEPP 1 does not apply in relation to any
development standard arising under BASIX.
Ensures that development in the NSW coastal zone is appropriate and suitably located.
Ensures that there is a consistent and strategic approach to coastal planning and management.
Ensures that there is a clear development assessment framework for the coastal zone.
Encourages the conservation and management of natural vegetation areas to provide habitat for koalas and ensuring
permanent free-living populations will be maintained throughout their present range.
Applies to 107 local government areas.
Local councils cannot approve development in an area affected by the policy without an investigation of core koala habitat.
Provides the state-wide approach needed to enable appropriate development to continue, while ensuring there is ongoing
protection of koalas and their habitat.
Ensures that where caravan parks or camping grounds are permitted under an environmental planning instrument, movable
dwellings, as defined in the Local Government Act 1993, are also permitted.
Specific kinds of movable dwellings allowed under the Local Government Act in caravan parks and camping grounds are subject
to the provisions of the Caravan Parks Regulation.
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Littoral
Rainforests

Coastal
Wetlands

Ensures that development consent is required for new caravan parks and camping grounds and for additional long-term sites in
existing caravan parks.
Enables, with the council's consent, long-term sites in caravan parks to be subdivided by leases of up to 20 years.
Protects littoral rainforests, a distinct type of rainforest well suited to harsh salt-laden and drying coastal winds.
The policy requires that the likely effects of proposed development be thoroughly considered in an EIS (these activities are
deemed to be designated development meaning the development application must be accompanied by an EIS)
Applies to 'core' areas of littoral rainforest as well as a 100 metre wide 'buffer' area surrounding these core areas, except for
residential land and areas to which SEPP No. 14 - Coastal Wetlands applies.
Ensures coastal wetlands are preserved and protected for environmental and economic reasons.
Applies to local government areas outside the Sydney metropolitan area that front the Pacific Ocean.
Identifies over 1300 wetlands of high natural value from Tweed Heads to Broken Bay and from Wollongong to Cape Howe. Land
clearing, levee construction, drainage work or filling may only be carried out within these wetlands with the consent of the local
council and the agreement of the Director General of the Department and Planning.
The policy is continually reviewed. For example, it has been amended to omit or include areas, clarify the definition of the land to
which the policy applies, and to allow minimal clearing along boundaries for fencing and surveying.
Due to the importance of these areas, such developments require an EIS to be lodged with a development application.
Source: NSW Department of Planning 2011.
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At the same time, however, unidirectional and subjective decisions are made by the
Minister or the Director General, and potential corruptive behaviours at higher levels
of government could still arise. These modifications to the Act are designed to bring
community participation back to the centre of decisions, as argued in the new Green
Paper released by the NSW Government in July 2012 (NSW Government 2012a).
This renewed system, envisages a higher level of efficiency by becoming more
straightforward allowing development decisions to be free from red tape and political
constraints. However, there is no indication that this would happen as this new
system has to be implemented (as of June 2013).
4.4.2.1 Assessment procedures under Part 3A
Although Part 3A procedures have been repealed and Part 4 and 5 remain the main
assessment procedures, it is important to acknowledge these procedures to
understand the EIA process. In the Part 3A assessment framework (see Fig. 4.3), the
Minister for Planning determines applications for major infrastructure [now named
State Significant Developments (SSD) and State Significant Infrastructure (SSI)] of
State or regional environmental significance under a State Environmental Planning
Policy (SEPP). This section of the Act used to provide a single assessment process
specifically designed for major projects to improve transparency and community
consultation. However, major criticism was made of these procedures as they were,
previous to its amendment, more discretionary and subjective to the Minister’s
personal judgement. Today, SSD and SSI, including major ecotourism infrastructure
(of more than AUD$ 5 million), are assessed by the Minister under Parts 4 and 5 with
the advice of the JRPP providing, in theory, a less discretionary framework for impact
assessment. In practice, however, issues about the subjectivity and discretion of this
approach and the presence of dishonest and corruptive practices still remain
controversial and the Part 3A assessment framework could be perpetuated under a
different system (pers. comm., Parson Brinckerhoff representative 2012).
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Figure 4.3 Former environmental impact assessment under Part 3A (Source: Adapted from Bonyhady and Macintosh 2010; Department of Planning and
Infrastructure website http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/
PlanningSystem/DevelopmntAssessmentSystems/Howtofindoutwhichdevelopmentassessmentproce/tabid/92/Default.aspx#part3a., accessed 3-08-2011).
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4.4.2.2 Assessment procedures under Part 4
Most development proposals in NSW are considered by local councils under Part 4
of the EP&A Act 1979. In some limited circumstances, the Minister for Planning is the
consent authority for developments assessed under Part 4 of the Act, where the
assessment process is the same as when the council is the consent authority (see
Fig. 4.4). This part of the Act includes designated, local and complying developments
as well as those listed under Schedule 6 of the State Environmental Planning Policy
(Major Developments) 2005, which are those costing less than AUD$5 million within
the following parts of Sydney: Olympic Park area, Circular Quay, Luna Park, Rocks
to Dawes Point, East Darling Harbour, Darling Harbour and parts of the Rocks,
Walsh Bay, Sydney Casino Switching station, Fish Market, and proposals within the
Kosciusko Ski Resorts. Designated developments require particular scrutiny
because of their nature or potential and adverse environmental impacts, their scale,
or because of their location near sensitive environmental areas, such as wetlands.
Furthermore, because of these characteristics, the Minister for Planning is entitled to
add further environmental impact assessment requirements in addition to those
legally required under Schedule 2 of the EP&A Act Regulation 2000 after carefully
analysing

the

nature,

magnitude

and

location

of

developments

(http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/part-4-application, accessed 30-09-2014).
4.4.2.3 Assessment procedures under Part 5
Part 5 deals with infrastructure proposals which usually require approval by local
councils and those of government agencies and State-owned corporations, such as
roads, water supply dams and sewage treatment plants. These developments do not
require development consent because they not imply major constructions or because
of assumed activities using existing infrastructure. For this reason, Part 5 of the EPA
Act 1979 works as a ‘safety-net', providing for a separate environmental assessment
procedure which applies to those types of developments and activities which are not
assessed under Part 4. Under these procedures, the Minister or public authority, who
is the determining authority, must examine and take into account to all matters which
are likely to affect the environment if the activity goes ahead (Section 111, EPA Act
1979).
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Figure 4.4 Environmental assessment under the Part 4 and 5 (Source: Adapted from Elliot and Thomas 2009; NSW Department of Planning and
infrastructure, http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au, accessed 1-08-2011).
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For example, the Minister for Primary Industries is responsible for granting
exploration licences and assessment leases for mining operations, and is therefore
the determining authority for these activities. The Minister must therefore ensure that
the environmental impacts of the exploration have been taken into account before
granting an exploration title. This sort of development is also known as 'development
without consent' or ‘exempt development’, and does not require approval from the
consent authority (see Fig. 4.4). However, if the proposal requires an approval
(licence, permit or allocation of funding) from a State government agency, Catchment
Management Authority (CMA) or council, the environmental impacts of the proposal
might still need to be assessed. In this case, the corresponding authority will review
the proposal to determine its potential environmental impact and if it decides that the
proposal is likely to have a significant environmental impact, an environmental
impact statement must be prepared, exhibited for comment for 30 days, and
assessed before they can consider granting approval. If the proposal does not need
development consent or require an approval from a government authority, the activity
can proceed without any assessment unless the activity is likely to affect threatened
species in which a Species Impact Statement (SIS) may need to be provided under
the Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995.
4.4.2.4 Modifications to the NSW EP&A Act 1979 and the NP&W Act 1974
Between 2011 and 2012 the NSW Government, through the former DECCW, now
the Office of Environment and Heritage (OE&H), introduced new requirements and
regulations for sustainability of tourism in national parks. These new sustainability
assessment criteria for visitor use and tourism in and across NSW national parks
were established under section 151(B) (3) of the NP&W Act 1974 seeking to address
several issues in regards to commercial operations within national parks including: a)
compatibility with the natural and cultural values of the land and its surroundings; b)
sustainable and efficient use of natural resources, energy and water, and c)
appropriate form and scale of any new buildings or structure, or modifications to
existing facilities (DECCW 2011a, b). This new set of criteria has been produced to
increase the level of assessment in protected areas looking to identify authentic
sustainable tourism proposals within the community and to avoid those not
consistent with the OE&H environmental and heritage guidelines. These new
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additions assume a better control of tourism operations within the parks and have
strengthened IA procedures for tour operators (pers. comm., Tourism and
Partnership Brand official, NPWS, 2011). Their practical analysis however, is beyond
the scope of this study as there are few tour operations that have undergone this
process and therefore there is little information available about their effectiveness in
controlling the impacts of such operations.

4.5 Chapter summary
The analysis of the environmental legislation and policies for IA has revealed that
similar gaps and challenges exist between the Mexican and NSW governance and
policy frameworks. Similar gaps relate to the lack of comprehensive regulatory
conditions to enforce monitoring and follow-up methodologies, while similar
challenges exist in improving the language, definitions and content of the legislation
to enforce the quality and application of scientific and social base knowledge.
International agreements have played an important role in providing a
systematic and consistent EIA framework, but such a framework has often
overlooked country-specific environmental priorities. As Gillespie (2008) argues,
these priorities and IA practices vary from country to country depending on the
administrative and governmental framework, as well as on the development
standards at each level of government. As environmental protection is a global need,
its compliance resides in the effectiveness of the environmental governance systems
and its intergovernmental agreements. Therefore, international EIA/SIA guidelines
are customised to comply with country-specific environmental and social needs in
order to work effectively.
For example, in terms of language use and description of concepts, the
LGEEPA 1988 and the EP&A 1979 differ substantially from one another due to the
complexity and structure of the Acts. For example, in the LGEPPA 1988 concepts
such as impacto ambiental (environmental impact) and manifestación de impacto
ambiental (environmental impact statement) have been explicitly defined within a
single definition section so the reader can understand what has been referred to and
how to address the concepts [Part 1, Section 3(XX) and (XXI) respectively, LGEEPA
1988].
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In contrast, these definitions have been provided within the EP&A Act 1979 with an
unclear and irrelevant definition of environmental impact assessment included in its
Regulation (2000) making reference to other sections (78, 112, and 115) of the Act
which have also adopted the vague approach (are defined by referring to other
sections of the Act), resulting in ambiguities, especially for non-law experts. In the
case of ecotourism, neither the LGEEPA 1988 nor the EP&A Act 1979 have provided
a definition for ecotourism. The only definition found referring to eco-tourist facility
under any of these Acts can be found under Schedule 4A of the EP&A Act 1979 to
describe any infrastructure designed to undergo environmental education activities.
In addition, the EPIs under the EP&A Act 1979 or the POETs under the
Mexican LGEEPA 1988 play the same role, providing adequate land use zoning
regimes to control the implementation of development proposals. The compliance of
the POETs also include the observance of development standards and policies like
the SEPPs found within the NSW legislation providing development controls at
federal, state and local levels. A clear difference between these two governance
models is that, in the Mexican framework, proponents are not required to submit a
development application as done in the NSW framework. If the proposal is privately
owned and clearly will impact the state of the environment, it will require the
presentation of an EIA, which in this case, the EIS will function as an application for
development consent. If the potential impacts are minimal or none existent however,
the proponent could build any infrastructure within his own land without the consent
of the relevant council.
It is important to stress that a new statutory Sustainability Assessment Criteria
is to be introduced by the former DECCW (2011a, b). In theory, these guidelines are
designed to strengthen the assessment of potential tourism proposals and improve
the quality of current tourism operations within national parks. However, in practice; it
is too early to determine their effectiveness as an additional instrument to address
potential impacts as they are yet to be implemented. In this sense, the concepts of
‘tourism building capacity’ or ‘limits of acceptable change’ should therefore, be
included as indicators of the number of visitors a park can support in terms of
preserving the ecological integrity of its significant ecosystems and the cultural
values in which it has been established that could be potentially degraded by
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intensive visitor use.
The concept of CIV used to define the magnitude of proposals within the
EPA&A Act 1979 has never been included within the LGEEPA nor its regulation in
defining the EIA framework to be used. In this regards, the LGEEPA 1988 has two
EIA modalities based on the scale of the development11 whose their procedural
guidelines differ slightly in terms of the thoroughness of the requirements and the
description of the proposal. In terms of the impact assessment methods however,
both modalities are identical. The LGEEPA establishes that the SEMARNAT has the
capacity to be the assessing and consent authority regardless of the type, cost and
magnitude of the proposal.
The approval or rejection of the EIA outcomes relies mostly in the Director of
the DGIRA section of the SEMARNAT in charge of evaluating the EISs, making the
process highly subjective to political interests. From my point of view, the concept of
an independent panel of experts, such as the JRPP or the PAC, should be a
statutory requirement included within the LGEPPA to strengthen the EIA process for
significant developments. It is very important to stress that SIA legislative
requirements, guidelines and methodologies are absent from both the EP&A Act
1979 and the LGEEPA 1988.
Although both Acts stress the observance of social impacts, these are usually
limited to the socio-economic components of the proposals (i.e. job creation,
employment opportunities, development of infrastructure, demographic variables,
among others), and their analysis is often performed by adopting poorly framed
ethical considerations, cultural and historical factors, as it is often the case of
Indigenous/rural ecotourism operations. A summary of the similarities and
differences between the EP&A Act 1979 and the LGEEPA 1988 is presented in Table
4.5. It is important to highlight that these are scarce in the context of ecotourism, as I
noted before, because there are no references to such activities under these Acts,
hence, affecting the understanding of IA procedures for ecotourism activities
becoming one of the issues in the current environmental governance framework of
11

If the proposal is > 500 ha, it will be assessed using the Regional EIA guidelines while smaller
proposals will be assessed considering the particular EIA guidelines [LGEEPA Regulation 2000, III
(10), (11) and (12)].
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both countries
Table 4.5 Summary of the similarities and differences between the NSW EP&A Act 1979
and the Mexican LGEEPA 1988 in the context of ecotourism.
Differences
Similarities
The LGEEPA 1988 explicitly defines the concept Neither the EP&A Act 1979 nor the LGEEPA 1988
and objectives of an EIS (Title I, Chapter IV,
have specific provisions for ecotourism EIA. Only
Section V, Article 28). However, the only
the EP&A Act 1979 makes a vague reference to
reference of EIS within the EP&A Regulation is
eco-tourist facilities (Schedule 4A,EP&A Act 1979)
unclear in its concept and objectives (See Part
1, Section 3, EP&A Act Regulation 2000)
The concept of Capital Investment Value (CIV)
There are no specific EIA follow-up or monitoring
within the EPA&A Act 1979 used to define the
guidelines for ecotourism activities or any other
magnitude of any proposals has no reference
activity requiring an EIA.
within the LGEEPA in defining which EIA
framework (i.e., Part 4 or Part 5) will be used.
Source: NSW Government 1979 and Cámara de Diputados del Honorable Congreso de la Unión
1988
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Chapter 5 Interviews with ecotourism and impact assessment
specialists
5.1 Introduction
The purpose of the interviews was to gather firsthand knowledge about some of the
issues and constraints affecting the impact assessment of on-ground ecotourism
operations within Mexico and NSW. The interviews also aimed to discuss other
assessment methods that could foster the practice of IA procedures for conservationoriented activities in developed and developing countries. The analysis of the
interviews identified five areas of debate that could be interpreted as part of the
issues that undermine the effectiveness of IA in evaluating the effects of ecotourism
operations. Each of these areas is analysed separately to differentiate the Mexican
and NSW issues. This chapter is divided into six sections. Section 5.2 discusses the
environmental governance and policy framework (legislation, programs and projects)
established to regulate the practice of ecotourism. Section 5.3 discusses the factors
that undermine the planning and management of ecotourism operations. Section 5.4
covers the existing constraints in the design and implementation of ecotourism
EIA/SIAs. Section 5.5 explores the advantages and disadvantages of ecotourism
and IA accreditation schemes and their role in promoting sustainable practices.
Section 5.6 analyses some of the implications involved in establishing business
partnerships for the planning, creation and management for ecotourism enterprises.
Finally, section 5.7 is a discussion of the issues undermining the effectiveness of
ecotourism EIA/SIA.

5.2 Environmental governance and planning policies for ecotourism
Environmental governance is the system of policies and legislation that helps
regulate the application of environmental planning mechanisms at different levels of
government (Lemos and Agrawal 2006). However, as explained in Chapter 4, the
efficiency of existing government policies and programs often depends on existing
synergies and networks between different levels of government, institutions and tour
operators (Erkus-Ozturk and Eraydın 2010) to effectively achieve sustainable

96

Chapter 5. Interviews with ecotourism and impact assessment specialists

outcomes. In the case of ecotourism, however, this effectiveness has been debated
by participants arguing that there is a lack of adequate mechanisms to a priori
identify and assess potential issues with the implementation of programs that directly
undermine the operation and management of development projects like ecotourism.
5.2.1 The Mexican experience
The representative of the Department of Consultation and Planning from the CDI
who has been involved in defining strategies to address Indigenous concerns
indicated that the effectiveness of existing government programs to aid Indigenous
tourism projects is poorly assessed based on the amount of allocated funding given
to participants to establish development projects and has often overlooked onground effects of their operation and management:
At the institutional level, development programs have been often assessed considering the
amount of subsidies spent in relation to the percentage of allocated subsidies the
beneficiaries have received to implement their project on an allocated time frame. The
assessment of projects, however, has not been attempted because their operational success
has not been a government priority. However, at a local level, results have shown that
subsidies are often utilised to cover the costs of living and basic family needs such as
housing, food, health and, education instead of used for the creation of businesses or to
continue the operation of ongoing activities (representative of the Department of Consultation
and Planning, CDI, 2010).

The representative of the Department of Consultation and Planning also stressed
that providing on-ground information through the evaluation of projects could
highlight existing gaps in the performance of development programs and therefore
determine alternatives to enhance their outcomes:
The reality is that, in Mexico, assessment mechanisms to evaluate the impact of development
programs are often lacking and should be developed early in the program’s scoping process
to address potential constraints in the planning, implementation and operation of programs,
and therefore, decide which projects should be sponsored, how much funds should be
allocated through subsidies, and what kind of monitoring instruments should be implemented
to assess their outcomes (representative of the Department of Consultation and Planning
Office, CDI 2010).
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In this sense, it is evident that correlation between the role of government programs
and the planning of projects is required to effectively manage potential impacts, the
CDI representative stressed, reiterating the importance of successful assessment
mechanisms to follow-up the operation and administration of official government
programs:
In other words, to improve the success of the development programs, the assessment of
government programs should monitor and follow-up how subsidies are spent to ensure that
development proposals are effectively implemented (representative of the Department of
Consultation and Planning, CDI, 2010).

In the context of protected areas, the representative of the National Protected Area
Fund (FANP-CONANP), who has been involved in the development of tourism
projects within protected areas, explains that medium-term assessment mechanisms
to monitor the performance of government funding and the implementation of tourism
projects are also missing which in turn undermines the success of tourism
enterprises within these areas:
One of the issues is that existing government programs like the PET

12

and PROCODES

13

which have been designed to aid the implementation of development proposals within
protected areas, often provide funding on an annual basis. However, the short and mediumterm goals of the programs are left unattended as financial support is not available till the
following year discouraging enterprises to remain operating without government financial aid
(National Protected Areas Fund, CONANP 2010).

However, the representative of the CONANP indicates that this vision is slowly
changing because government institutions have realised the need to incorporate
alternative mechanisms for financial support based on the short, medium and long
term goals of conservation-oriented activities to achieve environmental conservation
and protected areas management goals:
Fortunately, things are changing. The sectoral projects supported by CONANP’s development
programs like the FANP14 to aid the implementation of development projects within PAs are
now been planned to receive multi-annual funding. This will promote better planning and

12

PET = Programa de Empleo Temporal (Temporary Employment Program).
PROCODES = Programa de Conservación para el Desarrollo Sostenible (Conservation and
Sustainable Development Program).
14
FANP = Fondo para Áreas Naturales Protegidas (Natural Protected Areas Fund).
13
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assessment of proposals and allow the on-ground monitoring of their progress. This will also
inevitably expand the benefits of the subsidies in the short, medium, and long run by providing
periodical support to the enterprises in terms of capacity building, which will be reflected in the
quality of the services provided and in the overall success of their operation (representative of
the National Protected Areas Fund, CONANP 2010).

This statement concurs with that of the PETAZI representative who indicates that
inter-institutional synergies are increasing and their work has promoted the operation
and management of conservation and development programs for Indigenous
communities living within or on the boundaries of protected areas:
In the last 10 years, we have built interdisciplinary support between government institutions
which has positively benefited Indigenous communities. For example, in national parks,
CONANP supports the CDI and vice versa in the implementation of tourism projects by
providing capacity building and technical support to plan for potential impacts. Simultaneously
we have promoted alliances with SECTUR to increase tourism services and facilities in
communities where commercial tour operations have the opportunity to drive socio-economic
development. However, financial resources and staff to promote the monitoring and follow-up
of projects among local indigenous and rural organizations is often lacking within the CDI and
therefore, this needs to be improved to enhance the outcomes of government development
policies and programs (representative of the PETAZI, CDI, 2010).

However, in conversation with the ex-director of the Lagunas de Chacahua National
Park, who in the past provided financial aid to restore the restaurant at the La
Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary (see Chapter 6, section 6.2 for further discussion), one of
the biggest problems within protected areas is the limited sectoral vision of the
government agencies which have often pursued the management of these areas
without human intervention:
The recurrent conservation discourse and sectoral vision of government agencies like the
CONANP is still focused on alienating local inhabitants from these areas as humans are often
considered to be the major agent of change and degradation, and therefore, human
interactions within this areas should be limited (ex-director of the Lagunas de Chacahua
National Park, 2010).
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5.2.2 The NSW experience
The NSW interviewees identified a different set of opportunities and challenges
within the environmental governance system. This system has established a variety
of assessment controls to actively encourage proponents to adopt best practice
principles during the planning and assessment of development proposals. It has also
been based on high costs and rigorous development standards to ensure that all
development requirements comply with the legislation. In this sense, government
agencies such as the Office of Environment and Heritage (OE&H, formerly DECCW),
the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS), and the Department of Planning
and Infrastructure (DP&I), control, evaluate and manage state development
programs aiming to provide development opportunities for commercial tour
operations. For example, the representative of the NPWS at the Royal National Park
explains that the introduction of the Eco Pass in 2005, as a governance mechanism
to assess and control the performance of commercial tourism activities within
national parks, has helped to prevent potential impacts:
Before 2005, we had limited control over commercial tour operations inside the parks as there
was no suitable system to certify the quality of such enterprises. With the introduction of the
EcoPass, tour operators are oblige to engage in an assessment and certification process to
determine which operations are consistent with park’s objectives and therefore, provide the
mechanism to prevent potential impacts (representative of the NPWS, Royal National Park,
2011).

In addition, the representative of the Tourism and Partnership Branch of the National
Parks and Wildlife Services explains that the most important contribution to the
assessment and planning of tourism proposals in national parks, besides the
introduction of the EcoPass, has been the inclusion of a new set of sustainability
assessment criteria within the NP&W Act 1974 in 2010 providing an extra level of
assessment:
Current reforms to the NP&W Act 1974 have included a set of sustainability assessment
criteria to reinforce the existing evaluation of tourism proposals so tour operators wishing to
develop and operate a business within a national park need to address them in addition to
any other impact assessment requirements depending on the type of tourism businesses.
These criteria involve the observance of codes of conducts for visitor use, building and
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architectural designs, the use of energy efficiency devices and mechanisms to enhance
wildlife conservation. Therefore, we are encouraging potential tour operators to understand
the importance of these criteria, and that their opportunities to operate within parks depend on
their compliance (representative of the NPWS, DECCW, 2011).

The issues with the governance and policy framework highlighted by participants in
this section concur to those identified by Barkin (2003). This means that a sectoral
vision has often been applied to the management and administration of development
programs in protected areas, mostly focused on addressing financial benefits to
increase environmental conservation and usually overlooking potential effects on the
socio-economic and cultural components as a result of the implementation of tourism
programs. In comparison, this situation is reiterated by Adams et al. (2008) within the
NPWS protected areas policies which also prioritise conservation outcomes and
often dismiss the value of the intrinsic relationship that Aboriginal communities have
with the land and its resources. These issues also emphasise some of the
discrepancies identified by Brenner and Jobs (2006) who have argued that the lack
of synergies between government agencies and tour operators in the planning of
ecotourism activities mean that the social implications of transforming traditional land
use practices in the local communities are often overlooked. Governance and
management strategies within protected areas have often failed to achieve
conservation goals and have certainly not helped to increase the quality of life of the
neighbouring communities.

5.3 Ecotourism planning and management
The way that ecotourism has been planned and managed was an area of significant
debate among the participants who highlighted a number of different issues that
affect these processes.
5.3.1 The Mexican experience
The lack of understanding of the core principles of ecotourism has been highlighted
by several participants as one of the significant issues affecting the planning and
management of ecotourism in Mexico. For example, the representative of the
Department of Planning and Consultation (CDI) explains:
Defining ecotourism is still a major problem, showing that changes from mass tourism
practices are often rare among tour operators who have adopted the word “eco” only to
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increase the revenue of their operations…We, even had to change the name of our program
from using the word ecotourism to alternative tourism because the aims of the program did
not reflect the principles of this concept (representative of the Department of Planning and
Consultation, CDI, 2010).

Similarly, the representative of SMA, who has been in charge of assessing
ecotourism proposals within conservation areas in Mexico City, has discovered that
often proponents use this term to describe traditional mass tourism operations where
there is no clear attempt to adopt more environmentally responsible or socially
ethical tourism practices:
Ecotourism, particularly in Mexico City and often in other parts of the country, has not been
properly conceptualised. Tour operators often build cabins and restaurants looking to cater for
large numbers of visitors believing this are characteristic of ecotourism enterprise. This shows
the lack of understanding of what ecotourism mean. Tour operators need to understand the
principles of this activity if they want to get approval to establish this type of business
(representative of the Environmental Regulation Directorate, DGIRA-SMA, 2010).

This lack of understanding of ecotourism and the activities that represent this
concept has expanded into community development programs for communities living
adjacent to protected areas. The CONANP representative, who was at the time in
charge of the Natural Protected Areas Conservation Fund, emphasised these
communities have never been in contact with the idea of ecotourism:
Planning for alternatives like ecotourism has been often overlooked within government
programs, especially those directed to support the socio-economic development of local
communities. Communities, although, require substantial efforts to learn how to effectively
operate and manage tourism activities because they have no experience or knowledge to do
so as they been engaged with more subsistence activities such as farming and fishing
(representative of the National Protected Areas Fund, CONANP, 2010).

Although ecotourism has been highly promoted by governments as the best
development option, the lack of coordination between operators and the regulatory
agencies has affected the implementation of ecotourism proposals as the
SEMARNAT representative states:
Government agencies should closely engage with project proponents and discuss what
tourism alternatives are available according to local environmental plans in order to enhance
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the economic viability of businesses, boost the local economy and provide the means to
improve environmental conservation at a local level. This process is often missing in the
planning of tourism proposals in general (representative of the Department of Tourism and
Urban Development, SEMARNAT, 2010).

The CDI representative also emphasised that another issue in ecotourism planning
is to identify and evaluate which tour operators have the means and skills to operate
commercial tour operations and other recreational activities, as well as to discuss
other development alternatives based on their interest and demands.
Quantifying management capacities of selected tour operators and identifying the
weaknesses within their operations should be paramount when planning an ecotourism
business within indigenous communities. The establishment of periodic workshops to
strengthen local management and administrative capacities and to improve external support
should be crucial during the planning process (representative of the Department of Planning
and Consultation, CDI, 2010).

The CDI representative further explains that at a local level, the need for selfassessment instruments for the evaluation of the performance of tour operators is
essential, and comments:
Self-assessment tools and monitoring strategies for tour operators need to be implemented in
the long run as they need to be able to follow-up their management and operational
procedures in order to promote responsible management practices and increase the level of
environmental awareness within their operations (representative of the Department of
Planning and Consultation, CDI, 2010).

The CDI representative also expressed his opinion about the need for an effective
assessment mechanism to identify the financial management skills of tour operators
through the compulsory introduction of pre-assessment exercises to identify the
weakness in their business plans and market strategies.
A pre-assessment of tour operators’ management and operation capacities should be applied
to identify which tour operators are capable of running a tourism project. Based on the
outcomes of the pre-assessment, candidates should then be selected for government funding
(representative of the Department of Planning and Consultation, CDI, 2010)
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The representative of the Department of Consultation and Planning also emphasised
that part of the planning process should include identifying which tour operators have
the means and skills to operate tourism or other recreational businesses, as well as
to analyse other development alternatives.
Quantifying management capacities of selected tour operators and identifying the
weaknesses within their operations should be paramount. The establishment of periodic
workshops to strengthen local management and administrative capacities during the planning
process and improve external support should be also crucial (representative of the
Department of Planning and Consultation, CDI, 2010).

Another component of ecotourism planning and management debated by the
participants is the role and skills provided by consultants in supporting the creation of
ecotourism enterprises. In the case of Mexico, the representative from the RHCO
explains:
The support given by consultants should always consider proponent’s needs and demands
and promote the compliance with official planning policies. This will certainly enhance the
synergies between stakeholders, academics and government institutions and increase the
success of the enterprises by promoting socio-economic development and reducing their
potential impact on the environment and culture’ (representative of the Regional Ecotourism
Office, RHCO, 2010).

In addition, the CDI representative explained that community participation and
decision-making mechanisms have been deficient and poorly addressed during the
planning process:
As part of identifying tour operators’ skills, cultural manifestations need to be enhanced in
order to promote land ownership and, simultaneously, increase community participation in the
decision making process, as well as, the notion of natural and social capital among tour
operators in order to increase their management capacities (representative of the Department
of Planning and Consultation, CDI 2010).

The representative of the Sustainability Institute at UNAM Institute of Ecology
expressed that the often deficient and mediocre job of consultants has undermined
the effectiveness of the EIA/SIA process of development proposals like ecotourism:
The reality is that consultants often do not have the knowledge and skills to elaborate and
assesses the impacts of developments. Their skills are debatable, ranging from mediocre to
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bad if we analyse their capacity to apply adequate methodologies into the analysis and
prediction of potential impacts. Furthermore, their analytical skills to integrate the impact
assessment report are often lacking, resulting in poorly elaborated and meaningless EISs and
SISs. Finally, their salary reflects in the quality of their work; often addressing the minimum
requirements for the EIA to be registered’ (representative of the Institute of Ecology UNAM,
2011).

The representative of the Alternative Tourism Program of the CDI also emphasised
the poor planning and assessment work provided by consultants:
‘It is common to observe that consultants support tourism enterprises by developing the
project EIA and obtaining funds to implement any infrastructure. They also provide advice to
implement best planning and management practices. But a recurrent issue among their
practices is that once the EIS has been submitted, consultants often do not provide post-EIA
follow-up or monitoring advice which in consequence diminishes the long term success of the
business, especially when dealing with indigenous organizations that often lack the
knowledge to operate tourism businesses’ (representative of the Alternative Tourism within
Indigenous Communities, CDI, 2010).

Another issue with the planning and management of ecotourism proposals in Mexico
is the need for alternative tourist corridors to enhance the value of ecotourism. In this
matter, the University of the Sea (UMAR) representatives highlights.
‘In the coast of Oaxaca, and often in other regions of the country, ecotourism has been poorly
focused. Successful businesses rely on well established tourism corridors allowing tourists to
increase their choices about what activities they should engage with. However, a great
number of ecotourism businesses are isolated from these corridors because of the lack of
access roads, relying mainly on tourism agencies to promote and advertise their activities
among the tourists who usually prefer more accessible and popular tourist centres’
(representatives of the Resource and Industry Institutes, UMAR, 2010).

The representative of the UMAR also agreed to the need to promote alternative
activities within ecotourism projects, especially among indigenous communities by
explaining that:
‘The lack of a variety of ecotourism activities has proven to cause the abandonment of
businesses in the long run as visitors demand a wider range of attractions and indigenous or
community base ecotourism business lack to offer such alternatives’ (representatives of the
Resource and Industry Institute, UMAR, 2010).
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5.3.2 The NSW experience
The NSW interviewees stated that understanding the principles of ecotourism has
not been a major issue in the planning and assessment of ecotourism because
businesses are strictly regulated by government policies. The lack of tour operator
skills to manage the business however, has often created controversy. In this sense,
the representative of the Tourism and Partnership Brand (OE&H), who has been
involved in evaluating tourism proposals within protected areas stated:
We have assessed incoming development applications for commercial tour operations taking
into account the potential environmental impacts of their activities, however, the potential
financial and economic impacts, and their skill to operate is completely external to us and we
do not deal with these parts. However, when we ask to review their business plans and
market strategies, they often get upset arguing that is not our job to tell them how to operate
their business (representative of the Tourism and Partnership Brand, OE&H, 2011).

Similarly, the representatives of the DP&I stressed that consultants often lack
appropriate knowledge to produce sound EIA/SIAs and be able to forecast potential
impacts of developments, as well as providing best practice principles and post-EIA
follow-up:
The work of consultants often lack appropriate considerations about the impacts of the
developments. We have assessed EIS where the tables, graphs, and important information is
poorly presented, especially in the use of methodologies to predict potential impacts and the
measures to minimise them are limited. This is because consultants do not often fulfil the EIA
guidelines and standards that are stated under the relevant legislation’ (representative of the
Department of Assessment and System Performance, DoP&I, 2011).

The NSW DP&I representatives also stressed that:
The quality of the information provided by proponents for us to assess is often poorly
presented with the use of poor figures, diagrams and maps. Proponents rely on consultants to
develop the EIA but consultants apply the guidelines in the wrong way and we spend extra
time trying to interpret this information, which results in delays and the need of additional
information (representative of the Department of Assessment and System Performance,
DoP&I, 2011).

In contrast, the representative of the IUCN believes that proponents should be more
aware of the work provided by consultants stressing that:
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Proponents are not always aware of the potential impacts of their activities. The job of
consultants consists in ensuring that proponents receive the best possible information and
support to understand how to minimise the potential impacts of their operations. This task,
however, is not always achievable due the often lack of continuity in the support given by
consultants’ (representative of the Directorate of Australian Committee, IUCN, 2011).

Responses to this section confirm what Honey (2008) argued, that tourism
operations often use the ‘eco’ tag only for promotion and marketing purposes, but no
profound changes towards adopting more sustainable practices are attempted. This
is aggravated by the lack of a definition of ecotourism which indirectly promotes a
vague understanding of the activities that are permitted and fails to adopt the
theoretical principles behind this concept. The job of EIA consultants and
environmental planners has been also described as poor and inefficient by several
representatives in both Mexico and NSW. This is highly detrimental, not only for the
long term success of the tourism enterprises, but substantially reduces the
opportunity to achieve conservation goals and enhance the quality of life of the tour
operator.
Diversifying ecotourism enterprises within the Mexican context is a clear issue
that needs to be managed to increase the value of the business and offer a point of
difference in the services provided. As previously stressed, the concept of
ecotourism is often related to the construction of cabins, restaurants, and gift shops
but not educating tourists and providing effective conservation strategies. NSW by
comparison is slightly different as the wide range of natural landscapes and other
nature based activities offer a variety of opportunities to increase the value of the
businesses. Nonetheless, most tourism operations within NSW national parks are of
small scale and their impacts are minimal in comparison with permanent ecolodges
and ecotourism centres adjacent to protected or isolated natural areas.

5.4 The efficiency of EIA/SIA procedures
The next area of debate deals with the efficiency of environmental and social impact
assessments in practice and the existing gaps in both Mexico and NSW.
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5.4.1 The Mexican experience
One problem has been the conceptualisation of IAs as development justifications
rather than planning tools. The DGRA-SMA representative, who has substantial
experience in the assessment of EIS reports for conservation oriented activities like
ecotourism, stresses the need to modify this justification approach.
The concept of EIAs as justification tools it is still encased within impact assessment
practices, not only within the Mexican policy systems but in other countries around the world.
This conception needs to be removed from current IA practices as they threaten the
effectiveness of IA procedures. The EIA process, therefore, should be driven by the inclusion
of stakeholder’s needs, the acknowledgment of statutory compliance of government
guideline, as well as the mandatory inclusion of the expertise of NGOs, academics and
industry experts to foster impact assessment decisions (representative of the Department of
Risk and Impact Assessment, SMA 2010).

On the other hand, the EIA/SIA complexity and technical requirements, as well as
the substantial amount of paper work and higher cost of the EIS/SIS development,
registration and submission often influence the quality of the final reports, as the
DGRA representative states:
Project proponents look for the fastest and easiest way to obtain project approval because of
the complexity of the EIA/SIA studies and because it is time consuming and costly. This
situation has promoted the misunderstanding of the whole conceptualisation of the
assessment process. For example, once approval has been granted, project proponents often
avoid compliance with the recommendations we made to ensure the adequate management
and operation of projects and often have resulted in heavy fines to project proponents or even
the closure of projects by local environment protection agencies (representative of the
Department of Risk and Impact Assessment, DGIRA-SMA, 2010).

Secondly, in regards to the EIA/SIA methodologies and the scientific and social
based knowledge used to assess potential impacts, the UNAM Institute of Ecology
representative, who formerly worked as Director of the General Directorate for Risk
and Environmental Impact, explains that EIA/SIA procedures might not be necessary
as the use of Ecological and Territorial Ordinance Programs (POETs) provide
statutory guidelines within the legislation to define which projects can be
implemented:
In Mexico, the application of POETs allows planners to identify and assess natural hazards
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and current development pressures over environmental significant sites, enabling decision
makers to decide what type and scale of developments should be implemented and what
mechanism for their control should be used. In this scenario, the EIA/SIA process could play a
more informative roll; however, they have been introduced in the legislation as a decisionmaking tool to gain government control and political power (representative of the
Sustainability Institute, UNAM, 2010).

5.4.2 The NSW experience
As explained in Chapter 4, the NSW DP&I is the main regulatory body charged with
approving state development applications requiring an EIS in compliance with
section 78A of the EP&A Act 1979. However, recurring issues exist with the quality of
the EISs submitted by proponents. The representatives of the Department of
Planning and Infrastructure (DP&I), who have been involved in the evaluation of EIS
for different development proposals, have stressed that this process has often been
poorly performed by EIA consultants.
Within our assessment process, proposals which highlight the potential benefits and
constraints of the project are highly recommended as this will often increase stakeholder
support and reduce potential community backlash…However, this is not generally the case,
as proponents often do not inform stakeholders about the aims of the proposal avoiding the
community demands before consultation takes place. This is a recurrent issue that often
generates discomfort among the members of the community and, hence, affect the approval
of proposals. Detailed information of the environmental and social characteristics is often
missing in the EIS/SIS reports. For example, maps, figures, graphs and impact prediction
methods are poorly presented. Planning consultants inadequately address impact
assessment guidelines by using confusing methods to describe project sites or potential
impacts. We have reviewed many reports where potential impacts are underestimated and an
attempt to provide mitigation and preventive measures is often lacking (representatives of the
Office of Assessment and System Performance, DP&I, 2011).

The representatives of the DP&I further stressed that part of this problem has been
that EIAs have often served as a mechanism to justify development proposals
therefore, the role as environmental management tool has been substantially
underestimated:
Using EIAs to justify development proposals is recurrent within NSW. Proponents only desire
to get approval from us so they hire EIA experts which supposed to know how to perform an
EIA. But we have often found that consultant’s job do not often comply with the EIS guidelines
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or the recommendations made by us showing that it does not provide substantial evidence to
acknowledge or provide adequate mechanisms to avoid potential impacts (representative of
the Office of Assessment and System Performance, NSW DP&I, 2010).

But perhaps this problem stems from the lack of clear EIA guidelines and
requirements within the legislation, as well as ethical EIA practices. The
representative of the Department of Environment and Geography of Macquarie
University stressed that EIA/SIA guidelines are often unclear and ambiguous, there
is a lack of ethical considerations which in turn omits the needs of the stakeholders,
misusing the information to assist third party purposes:
The majority of EIA/SIAs are done on a project by project basis without contemplating their
significance at regional scale. At the same time, the process lacks ethical considerations in
order to include the community views on a particular development proposal, usually resulting
in the lack of an appropriate consultation process. The use of complex and technical jargon
also makes difficult the understanding of the EIS and no community input is often experienced
(Macquarie University, 2011).

Another recurrent issue identified during the interviews in relation to the development
of EIA/SIA procedures is the lack of or poorly addressed community consultation
procedures between proponents and community stakeholders:
Issues with the consultation between proponents and community stakeholders exist as
involvement is often poorly addressed by proponents at early stages of the decision-making
process. Proponents often do not address stakeholders at early stages of the EIA process to
inform about the aims of the proposals, the potential impacts on the community and to
acknowledge stakeholders opinions and interests about the project because they believe this
process could slow down the development approval process (representative of the Office of
Assessment and System Performance, NSW DoP&I, 2011).

The issues in the quality of tourism EIS described by the representatives of Mexico
and NSW in this section seem to coincide with Bojorquez-Tapia and Garcia (1998)
who discovered that consultants do not adequately observe the EIA guidelines and
often do not use the right information to identify, predict, prevent and monitor
potential impacts in the case of transport and road construction EISs in Mexico.
Similarly, these same issues have been also identified by Warnken and Buckley
(1998) who have argued that the scientific knowledge and methods behind the
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preparation of tourism EIS/SIAs have been poorly addressed by EIA consultants in
Australia. On the one hand, EIA/SIAs are often prepared using insufficient and
irrelevant

scientific

and

social

based

knowledge

to

identified

potential

environment/social impacts. At the same time the lack of experienced consultants
diminishes the quality of the predictions within these instruments and therefore the
effectiveness of the decisions made. This problem could be related to the presence
of unclear and ambiguous assessment guidelines that do not enforce the
observation of appropriate methods of impact assessment needed to tackle EIA/SIA
procedures from a justification approach. Public consultation clearly represents
another problem where the use of complex and technical jargon and short
consultation periods

undermines stakeholder

participation and involvement,

especially in the case of Indigenous proposals. The stakeholders in this process do
not understand the complexity of the EIS and often misunderstand the potential
benefits/constraint of the development proposal therefore, they do not participate.
Developers often exclude community stakeholders and academic experts
from the consultation process because they feel it will negatively affect the decisionmaking and approval of their proposal. Developers are, however, often unaware that
early interaction with all stakeholders could substantially benefit the acceptance of
the proposal by the entire community.

5.5 Independent ecotourism and impact assessment accreditation
Another topic subjected to substantial criticism during the interviews with participants
was the role of ecotourism and impact assessment accreditation as mechanisms to
prevent and minimise the impacts of tourism operations. Participants for this section
had substantial experience in the development of ecotourism accreditation
guidelines and standards in both NSW and Mexico according to their position in
government institutions.
5.5.1 The Mexican experience
In 2005, the National Tourism Secretariat (hereafter SECTUR), introduced the
Distintivo M15 to grant tourism accreditation to enterprises that have fulfilled the

15

Distinctive M
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requirements of the Moderniza Program16 developed to enhance the quality of
traditional tourism services in areas of client satisfaction, administration, operation,
and marketing among others, the current Director of the CDI Alternative Tourism
within Indigenous Communities Program and experienced Indigenous affairs advisor
explained:
In 2006, the SEMARNAT, in collaboration with SECTUR and FONATUR17, introduced the
legislation NMX-AA-133-SCFI-2006 which provides building and operational guidelines for the
establishment of ecotourism business. Compliance with this legislation, however, is voluntary
and businesses are encouraged to address all development standards if they wish to gain
external accreditation and receive economic support from the SEMARNAT or any other
government agency for the development of tourism projects (representative of the Alternative
Tourism within Indigenous Communities Program, CDI, 2010).

However, such an accreditation process has been focused on enhancing the
business side of the enterprise and the environmental components are often
assessed by the environmental organisations, the former director of the SECTUR,
who had substantial experienced in the application of this program during its working
period, explained:
Our job is to ensure that tourists receive the best possible treatment when arriving into our
tourist destinations. We need to improve the quality of the infrastructure, services and skills of
tour operators in order to provide first class tourist services. Therefore, tourism accreditation
has the potential to identify tour operators’ willingness to enhance their operation practices
and provide high quality tourism standards (representative of the SECTUR, 2011).

5.5.2 The NSW experience
In NSW, tourism businesses within national parks compulsorily require independent
accreditation from officially recognised certification bodies to be entitled to apply for
an operating licence, named EcoPass18. This process is costly and time consuming
as the representative of the Royal Coastal Walks and experienced community and
commercial tour operations advisor has stated:

16

Modernise Program
FONATUR = Fondo Nacional de Fomento al Turismo (National Tourism Promotion Trust Fund)
18
The Eco Pass was firstly introduced in 2009 as a licensing system to control the appropriate
operation of tourism business within NSW national parks. Today, according to my conversation with
the representative of the Royal National Park, this system has increased the control over the number
and type of tourism operations working in NSW parks providing an adequate certification system.
17
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Part of the EcoPass requirements is the need for independent ecotourism certification. We
spend around 3 to 4 months in obtaining accreditation from Ecotourism Australia, one of the
leading accreditation providers in Australia, in order to operate inside the Royal National Park.
The cost of the application was between $800 and $1000 AUD, and we had to basically tick
boxes and fulfil all the requirements (representative of the Royal Coastal Walks, 2011).

Additionally, the manager of Bundeena Kayaks has also highlight the issues facing
the accreditation systems of tourism projects within national parks in NSW by stating
that:
The business required ecotourism accreditation to be able to operate within the park’s
premises, however, no one has challenged such accreditation through the years and no one
from the accreditation firm has come to double check that we are doing things correctly
(representative of the Bundeena Kayaks, 2011).

Ecotourism accreditation is fundamental in Australia for commercial tour operations
to grant working permits and licenses. However, this response shows that
ecotourism accreditation can potentially fade away and not fulfil its aim, only
requiring costly checklist procedures. Honey (2008) and Buckley (2009) have argued
that ecotourism accreditation is part of the so called ‘greening of the industry’ and
has only served to increase the value of the operations but has not really served to
modify tour operators behaviour towards adopting more socially responsible and
environmentally ethical business practices.
Accreditation for EIA/SIA consultants has not been a priority within the NSW
or Mexican IA system. In both countries, the EIA/SIA legislation and policies have
literally expressed that anyone, from individuals to organisations, are permitted to
perform any type of IA procedures with the only condition that they use best practice
principles in their assessment. Because IA procedures vary depending on the type
and scale of the development proposals and also in the expertise of the consultant,
there are no specific methodologies to assess the level of expertise of the project
consultant or the quality of the best practice principles for IA. This concurs with the
recommendations proposed within the new Green Paper launched by the NSW
Government (2012a) which acknowledged this issue and promoted the generation of
an IA accreditation mechanism to certify EIA consultants based on their expertise
and results.

113

Chapter 5. Interviews with ecotourism and impact assessment specialists

5.6 Partnerships in the creation, management and planning for
ecotourism
Another area of debate is the creation of tourism partnerships between tour
operators, park administration and the tourism industry to enhance sustainable
practices.
5.6.1 The Mexican experience
In the case of Mexico, the Department of Tourism and Urban Development Office of
the SEMARNAT, in charge of executing and managing tourism policies, has engaged
in partnerships with other institutions to enhance the protection of the environment
among tourism destinations reiterating the benefits these relationships could bring to
both tourism and conservation:
Inter-institutional partnerships most likely could ensure that sustainable practices are been
performed within tourism sector, and that sustainable development practices be encouraged
within all stakeholders to promote environmental awareness among tour operators and the
tourists which hire their services (representative of the Department of Tourism and Urban
Development, SEMARNAT 2010).

The representative of the Department of Consultation and Planning (CDI) argued
that a pre–assessment of potential tour operator’s management skills is fundamental
to increase the business success:
A pre-assessment of tour operators’ skills should be part of the initial evaluation done by
consultants to identify if they’re fully capable to run a tourism project, and with those operators
who their capacities are low consultants should work in order to improve their opportunities to
become successful businesses (representative of the Department of Consultation and
Planning, CDI 2010).

When I asked questions about the problems that tour operators face in regards to
impact management and monitoring programs on site, the representative of the
Department of Consultation and Planning of the CDI emphasised the need for the
implementation of self-assessment instruments to evaluate the performance of tour
operators:
It will be crucial to implement self-assessment tools and monitoring strategies to evaluate tour
operators’ management and operation skills and therefore, promote responsible management
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practices through ecotourism (representative of the Department of Consultation and Planning,
CDI 2010).

Furthermore, community participation and decision-making process within the EIA
process also experience different issues:
As part of identifying tour operators’ skill, cultural traditions need to be enhanced in order to
promote land ownership and simultaneously, increase community participation in the decision
making process, as well as, the idea of natural and social capital in order to increase their
awareness in regards to the value of environmental and heritage sites (representative of the
Department of Consultation and Planning, CDI, 2010).

However, this situation has promoted the abandonment of projects leaving behind
several environmental and socio-economic impacts among local populations as the
representative of the Natural Protected Areas Conservation Fund (CONANP)
explains:
Most ecotourism proponents come from a rural background, with no or little understanding of
how to run a tourism business, therefore, the alleged benefit of enhancing their quality of life
and provide adequate environmental protection has not often been achieved and proponents
return to their old extracting activities and abandon the ecotourism activities’ (representative
of the National Protected Areas Fund, CONANP, 2010).

Finally, partnerships are required between different agencies involved in ecotourism
development to increase the level of protection of natural resources and ensure an
adequate way to improve the quality of life of tour operators, especially within
indigenous communities as the representative of the CDI explains:
‘Today, the level of support provided to indigenous communities for establishing successful
tourism enterprises has much to do with the quality of the partnerships between different
agencies. Interinstitutional certification has increased recently and has provided a way to
increase government support and building capacities. More than 200 projects have been
sponsored and we are working together to increase this number in the future’ (representative
of the Alternative Tourism Program in Indigenous Communities, CDI 2010)

Problems exist in regards to land tenure and ownership. This has lead to the land
being misused for purposes other than those legally designated by local
governments to prevent illegal activities such as unwanted human settlements, as
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explained by the representative of the DGIRA:
‘In this matter, proponents are not well informed of the land use, even though, the ownership
and possession titles has been granted by the local council and stipulated within the Local
Ecological and Territorial Ordinance Programs (LETOP). This has promoted as consequence
unwanted impacts on the land, water and biodiversity, and has lead to social conflicts over the
land in most of the rural areas of the country’ (representative of the Office of Assessment and
Environmental Impact, DGIRA-SMA, 2010).

The expansion of the ecotourism market in Mexico is growing with more
environmentally aware and educated tourists searching for genuine activities and
environmentally oriented enterprises looking to increase tourist awareness about
responsible tourism practices and the importance of protecting social and cultural
values. A great proportion of the tourism market however, is still attracted to the
services provided by the all inclusive and VIP chain resorts as these provide luxury,
relaxation and entertainment through packages which have become very popular
within the Mexican tourism model. Another problem that has been observed is the
need to create alternative tourist corridors so tour operators can expand their routes
and favour new initiatives, as the representative from the RHCO states:
‘Ecotourism activities in Mexico are set on a generalised framework consisting in the
development of accommodation, restaurants and markets for local handicrafts. This
conception, however, is not attracting tourists anymore as there are no innovative alternatives
within the ecotourism market. In this sense, ecotourism businesses have to develop new and
alternative activities in order to attract more conscious and responsible tourists’
(representative of the Oaxaca’s Coast Wetland Network, 2010).

The representatives of the UMAR also highlight that tour operators do not have the
tools and knowledge to run tourism enterprises, as experts from the University of the
Sea explains:
‘Tour operators, often from indigenous or rural backgrounds, do not have the experience and
skills to run such enterprises because they lack of proper education on the many facets of the
tourism business. The lack on promotion and marketing strategies, the quality of the services
provided promote the same number of activities as any other operators within the region so
there is no diversification of services or activities making their products unappealing to tourists
visiting the area’ (representatives of the Resource and Industry institute, UMAR, 2011).
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5.6.2 The NSW experience
In comparison, Aboriginal communities in NSW experience the same problems as
the representative of the UWS explains
Dealing with aboriginal communities could be hard and time consuming as they have a
different appreciation of the natural and cultural environment. It becomes difficult for them to
understand about the relevance of the consultation process as they have their own priorities’
(pers. com., Centre for Cultural Research academic, UWS 2011).

5.7 Chapter summary
Environmental planning policies are in place to regulate the performance of
programs and projects and, to improve the control and protection of the environment
without jeopardising human development needs. The analysis of interviews shows a
diverse range of contrasted opinions among participants. From the Mexican
perspective, the system of environmental governance has improved substantially
since the development of more strict environmental planning policies that regulate
and control matters of environmental significance (Sangines 2005). As explained in
Chapter 4, this system includes several government agencies which through the
implementation of bilateral agreements, manage and regulate the performance of
several programs to aid the creation of conservation projects. Criticism about the
environmental governance system and ecotourism planning policies, however, has
been noted by participants, particularly in terms of the effectiveness of government
programs to regulate ecotourism activities and the efficiency of interinstitutional
synergies designed to achieve collaborative environmental protection and socioeconomic development.
Firstly, the assessment of ecotourism government programs has been based
on how much money has been invested in a particular project following the Western
neoliberal conception of environmental governance focused on financial revenue and
market based opportunities (Cater 2006). In this regards, such assessment should
be focused on how effectively the funds have been used by the beneficiaries to
achieve the aims and objectives of the program based on the outcomes of their
application (i.e. appropriate business infrastructure, effective management skills and
environment and socio-economic improvements) (Navarro 2006).
Secondly, synergies between government agencies have not been truly
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effective in identifying development opportunities based on the socio-economic
needs of the targeted population and therefore, overlook potential impacts (Barkin
2003). In this regard, Oxman et al. (2010) have argued that the assessment of
programs and development policies should become a priority government agenda as
this will enhance programs’ success in achieving their goals. Reponses from the
interviewees are consistent with those of Oxman et al. regarding the inefficiency or
lack of adequate assessment of government development programs where
participants have indicated that subsidies granted do not often reach their goal
because constraints with the management of financial aid have not been identified a
priori. Similarly, responses discovered that at different levels of government, these
programs lack clear guidelines for the implementation of activities and developments
that are meant to promote sustainable and conservation-oriented activities.
Thirdly, within the Mexican context, the lack of effective mechanisms to
evaluate how ecotourism oriented programs operate and deliver positive outcomes
through the allocation of government subsidies, particularly within areas of
environmental and heritage significance, has been a major issue. In comparison, the
NSW system of impact assessment and the permit and licence system provide an
effective way to monitor the compliance with park objectives by tour operations, and
to identify which operators have the means to promote environmental conservation
through tourism activities. However, it seems that what is missing from both systems
are mechanisms to evaluate tour operator’s financial and operational skills and the
EIA consultants’ expertise, which are relevant to the SIA process.
Fourthly, ecotourism planning and management has also been criticised and
subjected to substantial debate among the interviewees. Among the issues identified
were the need for a definition for ecotourism, the generation of adequate
development standards, the use of effective scientific and socially based knowledge
to assess the impacts of ecotourism projects and the need for self-assessment
instruments to monitor the performance of ongoing activities by tour operators. In this
sense, the conceptualization of ecotourism should be enhanced to provide
proponents with accurate and specific development guidelines including the
principles of ecotourism and the requirements for its implementation. Proponents
should be provided with adequate background knowledge about what they can or
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cannot do. Once these concepts are clear, impact planning and management for
ecotourism activities should be addressed as a second step in the implementation of
the businesses.
Fifth, impact assessment guidelines should be specific for different types and
scales of ecotourism proposals and should be more strict and thorough for those
developments that base their profits on conservation activities, or are planned within
areas of high environmental and heritage significance. Tour operator’s management
skills should be subject to mandatory assessment before any development
application or impact assessment is submitted to address any potential operational
or administrative constraints. Such skills should be identified with the use of
adequate assessment mechanisms before defining which activity should be
performed. In this sense, certification and accreditation schemes should be obtained
prior to submission of any development proposal to ensure the operators have
sufficient management and operational skills to run the business.
Six, the quality of EIA/SIA procedures and their role in impact prediction,
monitoring, follow-up and decision-making has been also challenged. Participants
have argued that the application of scientific and social based knowledge in the
prediction of potential impacts, the expertise of EIA/SIA consultants and the
experience of impact assessment authorities have influenced the outcomes of these
procedures. Within both the Mexican and NSW legislative systems, the use of
technical and complex language increases the uncertainty and misunderstanding of
IA guidelines as emphasised in Chapter 4. Less technical jargon and more userfriendly vocabulary should be promoted to ensure proponents and external
consultants thoroughly understand all the requirements for the EIA/SIA process and
effectively utilise available impact assessment methods.
The need for independent ecotourism and impact assessment accreditation
was debated as a mechanism to ensure that ecotourism proposals have the capacity
to achieve sustainable practices and prevent potential impacts. The efficiency of
ecotourism accreditation frameworks has been criticised by many because they do
not enforce periodical evaluations to ensure best environmental management
practices are addressed. In addition, these frameworks are costly, based on
templates/checklists and time consuming procedures which are often ineffective for
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enforcing responsible ecotourism practices because they do not follow-up the onground operation of the businesses.
Finally, discussion about the pros and cons of establishing partnerships in the
development and management of ecotourism businesses raised questions about
their effectiveness in maximising the quality of the operations, minimising potential
impacts and increasing the revenue for protected area management. The need for
effective partnerships between different sectors or the government, NGOs, and
academic groups should be promoted during the first stages of the planning process
to ensure that every stage of the process has been carefully analysed and potential
constraints taken into account. These partnerships, however, need to be carefully
balanced to allocate tasks to each partner involved and therefore, guarantee that
sufficient knowledge and expertise can be applied to the decisions made. At the
same time, these partnerships should be optional and based on the capacities of
tour operators and never be against established social and cultural values, especially
in the case of Indigenous/Aboriginal ecotourism enterprises, as argued by Fuller et
al. (2005, 2007).
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Chapter 6 Ecotourism Case Studies
6.1 Introduction
The aim of this chapter is to analyse the initial planning and EIA/SIA process
experienced by each ecotourism case study to understand the impact planning and
assessment methods used by the EIA/SIA consultants prior to the implementation
and operation of the business. It is important to highlight that only four case studies
were analysed due to the allocated time frame to conclude this research. This
chapter is divided in six sections. Section 6.2 analyse the La Escobilla Turtle
Sanctuary ecotourism operation and EIA/SIA process. Section 6.3 deals with the
Xixim Ecolodge ecotourism activities and EIA/SIA process. Section 6.4 covers the
Paperbark Camp ecotourism activities and EIA/SIA process. Section 6.5 discusses
the Mungo National Park Discovery Rangers service and Discover Mildura
ecotourism activities and the EIA/SIA process enforced by the NPWS. Finally,
section 6.6 includes some general discussion where I highlight the practical EIA/SIA
issues observed in each case study.

6.2 La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary
6.2.1 Description of the study area and the local environment
The La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary (hereafter the Sanctuary) is an ecotourism
development operated by the Sociedad Cooperativa El Santuario de la Tortuga La
Escobilla S.C. de R.L. de C.V.19 (hereafter, the Cooperative). Members of the
Cooperative are primarily between 40- 60 years old, with some members in their mid
30s who have been invited by others through community meetings and word of
mouth to participate in the operation. Most members have only primary education
and struggle to read and write. They have been working in the business between 915 years, and this has allowed them to learn about the value of ecotourism and its
importance for environmental protection and conservation. They all live very close to
19

Acronyms in Spanish refer to: SC=Sociedad Cooperativa (Cooperative Society),
RL=Responsabilidad Limitada (Limited liability), and CV= Ciudad Variable (Variable City) under
Chapter IV (58 and 59) of the Ley General de Sociedades Mercantiles 1934 (Business Corporations
General Law), and is represented within the Australian context as a Limited Property Company (Pty
Ltd) under Section 45A (1) and 148 (2) of the NSW Corporations Act 2001.
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the business, between 100-500 m from the project. The Sanctuary is situated within
the Santa Maria Tonameca Municipality on the Pacific Coast of Oaxaca, adjacent to
the La Escobilla Beach Sanctuary, 34 km southeast of San Pedro Pochutla and 20
km southwest of Puerto Escondido (see Fig. 6.1).
The development has 3426 m2 of built infrastructure within an area
approximately 4 ha of modified agricultural land. The Cooperative was formed in
1999 by inhabitants from the La Escobilla community which was established around
1935 by immigrants from El Lagartero, Pochutla. Most of the inhabitants of the La
Escobilla community became turtle egg poachers in the 1950s due to the lack of
other subsistence resources depleted by extensive hunting practices carried by
foreigners in the early 1940s. These practices continued along the coast for almost
30 years until increasing awareness of the need for turtle protection worldwide led
the Mexican government to implement a ban on the illegal extraction of eggs of the
Olive Ridley turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea), which has been listed as an in danger of
extinction species within the NOM-059-SEMARNAT-2001 legislation and other
international conventions like the CITES (UNEP-WCMC Species Database 2012)
and the IUCN threatened species Red List (Abreu-Grobois and Plotkin 2008). By
1986, the area was officially protected by presidential declaration and by 2002 it was
included as part of a government agreement to establish nature reserves and refuge
zones for the protection, re-population and control of turtle populations (Vazquez
2009). It is important to highlight that the La Escobilla Beach has been recognised as
one of the biggest turtle nesting sites in Latin America due to the great number of
turtle visitations within a day (according to a Sanctuary member, 400,000 turtles has
been the highest visitation number recorded on the beach during one season). To
ensure the satisfactory protection of the turtle populations, the Mexican Navy was
instructed to protect at any cost, the safety of the turtle populations, which included
the use of military fire power to stop any illegal operation in the area (Macedo 2010).
This situation resulted in the tragic assassination of two local community inhabitants
and accidental injuring of a boy who was a relative of one of the members of the
Cooperative. This historical event triggered a change in the mentality of the La
Escobilla community affecting the livelihood of the inhabitants and forcing them to
find an alternative way of living (Macedo 2010).
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Figure 6.1 Locality map of the La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary. Surrounding areas (between the highway and the La Escobilla Beach Sanctuary, black line)
have been designated for agriculture and grazing practices which have substantially modified the landscape. However, there are still sections of the
Sanctuary that are highly preserved and are under protection (Source: CONABIO 2006, INEGI 2010).

123

Chapter 6. Ecotourism Case Studies

By the 1990s, twenty years after of the installation of the ban, some members of the
community decided to invest their time and limited monetary resources towards the
foundation of a cooperative society with the purpose of enhancing their quality of life
through an ecotourism business based on the protection of the Olive Ridley turtle,
offering accommodation and catering services. It is important to stress that since its
conception, the business met with opposition from different sections of the La
Escobilla community who initially thought that the business was a threat to the
cultural integrity, economy and lifestyle of the community (Macedo 2010). This
opposition reached its peak in 2005, when the restaurant, which played a significant
role in the overall operation of the business as the only source of income and
employment, accidentally burned down.
According to the testimony of members of the Cooperative, the cause of the
fire and the destruction of the restaurant were never resolved by relevant authorities.
Members stated however, that social and political conflicts between different sections
of the La Escobilla community might have led to this event (Macedo, 2010, p. 93). In
the fire, all belongings were lost as well as most of the infrastructure with an
estimated value of MX$250,000 ( AUD$18,646). However, Macedo (2010)
emphasises that this tragic event served to enhance their sense of identity and
ownership rather than diminishing their impetus and determination in setting up and
operating the business (p. 94), which is crucial in today’s operation of the Sanctuary.
This event also alleviated the existing social tension between different sectors
of the community by eliminating the cause of the conflict, the restaurant and its palm
ceiling, which was built with the economic support and work of the inhabitants of the
La Escobilla community. After this period of struggle and community hostility, the
Cooperative received substantial government funding to rebuild the restaurant and
buy important kitchen appliances to operate this facility. In terms of funding, the
Cooperative received monetary support from the Director General of the Lagunas de
Chacahua National Park who had worked with the group in the past and managed to
obtain government funding for the renovations of the burned infrastructure. In a
second wave of government support, the Cooperative received substantial funding
from the CDI in 2006, 2007 and 2008 via government subsidies offered through the

124

Chapter 6. Ecotourism Case Studies

Program de Turismo Alternativo en Zonas Indígenas 20 (PTAZI) to continue with the
renovations of the restaurant and build the rest of the proposed infrastructure
(Macedo 2010).
Several ecotourism activities and facilities were originally envisaged within the
La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary Master Plan (see Fig. 6.2), which was developed by
GICA S.C during the EIA process to provide substantial information to the
determining authority about the type and cost of the infrastructure and the areas
potentially affected by the proposal. This plan included the construction of six rustic
cabins, a multi-purpose class room for group activities, a green house and an
insectarium among others (see Table 6.1). Accommodation tariffs range from
MX$250-500 ( AUD$20-40) in a two-bed duplex cabins or three-bed family cabins.
Camping tents can be hired for MX$100-140 ( AUD$9-13) with an extra MX$50
( AUD$4) fee for the camping site (pers. comm., Sanctuary Manager, 2010). To
access the beach and the turtle nesting sites, the Cooperative charges MX$70 per
person ( AUD $6) to cover the CONANP permit fee, the government body in charge
of maintaining and administering the beach front and the La Salina lagoon where the
Sanctuary is located. All members of the Cooperative work on a daily basis under a
traditional communal working system named Tequio, a practice often unpaid, and
adopted by Indigenous and rural communities in Latin America where every member
of the community has to spend part of his time fulfilling communal tasks. Through
this system, the overall daily income is evenly distributed among members
depending on how profitable the day has been. Men and women of the Cooperative
work in tasks related to the restaurant, accommodation, and guiding tours. In
addition, the Sanctuary has become a popular parador (on-the-way establishment) to
enjoy local food for tourists and local inhabitants travelling along the coast. The La
Tortuga Felíz21 restaurant provides a variety of local seafood dishes, as well as
Mexican antojitos22, like tacos, enchiladas, sopes and quesadillas (pers. obs., 2010).

20

PTAZI (Alternative Tourism Program within Indigenous Communities)
The Happy Turtle restaurant
22
Literally meaning “little or small cravings”, these are corn-based snacks considered popular street
food everywhere in Mexico.
21
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Figure 6.2 La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary Master Plan. The table on the top right represents the costs of each of the infrastructure on site, but unfortunately its
quality, from the original document, makes it difficult to see this information (Source: Méndez 2001).
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Table 6.1 Infrastructure and activities at the La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary
Infrastructure
1 Water tank area
1 Storage room
1 Craftsman workshop
1 Restaurant
1 Multiuse classroom
1 Aviary*
1 Wildlife exhibition centre*
1 Insectarium*
1 Deer exhibition centre*
1 Greenhouse
1 Car park
1 Camping ground
6 Rustic cabins (includes duplex and
single bedded)
2 Internal trails
External roads
Gardens and green areas

Ecotourism activities
Guided tours to the turtle nesting
sites
Environmental education activities
Camping

On site





Conservation activities (marking
and counting of individual turtles)
Reforestation practices
Wildlife watching cayuco guided
tours to the La Salina Lagoon

Off site





NOTE: The infrastructure identified by a * was never built due to government restrictions and lack of financial
resources.

Source: Méndez 2001

According to results from the 2011 Sanctuary visitors’ survey (see Fig. 6.3), around
3800 visitors dined at the restaurant (see Fig. 6.4, B and C), representing 58% of the
overall tourist visitation to the Sanctuary. Camping grounds (see Fig. 6.4, D) are also
available. This activity however, is not very popular among the visitors to the
Sanctuary and does not appear within the official records of the Sanctuary (pers.
obs., 2010 and 2011). The survey also showed that tourists were less inclined to visit
the more environmentally oriented ecotourism activities like visiting the turtle nesting
sites [only 1112 visitors (17.2%) of the all tourists] (see Fig. 6.5, E). This trend was
also observed for the guided tours to the La Salina estuary which had only 450
(6.9%) visitors during 2011. However, it is important to highlight that most likely,
visitors could have engaged in more than two activities while visiting the Sanctuary,
but the 2011 visitors’ survey does not provide such information.
Other sources of revenue come from hiring out the rustic multiuse
classroom to interested groups (see Fig 6.4, F). This space serves as a conference
and workshop centre for large group events within the region. For these events,
members of the Sanctuary cater and provide food and beverages representing
another source of income for the business. Green technologies, such as biodigestors
and water filtration devices, have been installed to manage organic solid wastes of
the restaurant and to reduce water pollution, respectively (pers. comm., Cooperative
Member, 2010).
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Visitors numbers per activity in the La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary for 2011
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Figure 6.3 Number of visitors per activity at the La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary according to the 2011
visitor’s survey (Source: Sanctuary Management, 2011).

Some areas of the Sanctuary have been designated for activities such as
reforestation (see Fig. 6.5, A) and greenhouse production of local plant species like
Jamaica (Hibiscus sabdariffa23, see Fig. 6.5). Bush regeneration activities with local
mangrove species like White mangroves (Laguncularia racemosa), Red mangroves
(Rhizophora mangle), and Black mangroves (Avicennia germinans) have been also
performed (see Fig.6.5, B). Other native tree species like Ceiba (Ceiba pentandra)
and Banana palms (Musa acuminate) can be also spotted around the interpretative
trails. Simultaneously, one walking trail has been built within the periphery of the
business and includes interpretative signs (see Fig. 6.5, F) for visitors to learn about
the native flora and fauna of the site as a measure to improve visitors’ environmental
education and awareness (pers. obs., 2010).

23

This specie has become very popular in the making of soft drinks during most national celebrations
in Mexico. Within the Santa Maria Tonameca Municipality it has become one of the most commonly
grown secondary agricultural products, and for the La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary it has provided
members of the Cooperative with an alternative production strategy aiming to increase the revenue of
the overall business (pers. comm., Sanctuary Manager, 2010).
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Figure 6.4 Infrastructure of the La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary: A) Advertisement at the entrance of the
Sanctuary, B) Façade of the restaurant La Tortuga Felíz, C) Interior of the restaurant, D) Camping
grounds, E) Exterior of the cabins and F) Multi-purpose classroom.
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Figure 6.5 Conservation and ecotourism activities at the La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary: A)
Reforestation patch with Banana palms (white arrows signalling the plants), B) Outdoor reproduction
of local mangrove species (white arrow signalling mangrove species), C) Greenhouse for the
production of local edible plants, D) Lookout to the La Salina lagoon from one of the interpretative
trails, E) One of many Olive Ridley turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea) nesting sites along the La Escobilla
Beach (white arrow signalling hatched turtle eggs), and F) Trail signs for interpretation and
environmental education.
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6.2.2 Structured interviews with tour operators
During my last visit to the Sanctuary in 2011, a group of ten members from the
Cooperative agreed to participate in a session of 30-question structured interviews
that I had developed to identify the issues of the initial planning and assessment
process, including those derived from the outcomes of the EIA. To understand the
meaning of the questions I provided assistance to each interviewee as most of them
struggled to read and write.
The participation and consent forms, prepared to fulfil the UOW Ethical
Requirements, were provided to each participant as proof of their consensual
participation

in

the

research

but

most

importantly,

for

them

to acknowledge their right to withdraw any information during the research, as well
as to contact the UOW Human Ethics Committee if any anomaly or misconduct on
my part was observed during the application of the interviews (For full list of sections
and questions please refer to Appendix II).
In terms of ecotourism planning, answers to questions 1-6 revealed that none
of the Sanctuary members were aware of the significance of ecotourism or which
activities could be performed. In terms of the benefits from the business, members
stated that the generation of employment and the earning of substantial income were
considered the most important benefits during the early stages of the project. Project
constraints were also thought of in relation to the amount of funding they required to
start the business, or how much each member would be earning in the long run, and
if the government would support them in maintaining the running of the operation.
Alternatives to the ecotourism business were also considered, several members
explained, such as managing a bakery, a florist, a traditional mass tourism
enterprise, or even a salt extraction industry, as the manager states:
We were ready to start any business that could help us improve our quality of life and
therefore, avoid extracting the turtle eggs, which by the time it became a risky activity
(Sanctuary manager, 2011).
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However, the costs of developing the ecotourism business were never considered,
as they were not experts on the topic. So, to start the project, the members
commented that they sought government support in terms of funding:
We approached the municipal and state governments, also the CONANP and the CMT 24 in
order to get some financial support and establish our business, however, little support was
given to us, and we had to contact other institutions (Cooperative members, 2011).

Finally, in relation to the potential impacts of the operation, members responded that
they did not know about any of the potential impacts prior commencing their
activities.
Answers to questions 7-11 revealed that one of the most important impact
assessment requirements they needed to provide was estimates of the tourist
building capacity25, as this indicator allowed them to plan how many visitors could be
catered for and decide how to manage and operate the business. It is important to
note that estimates of this indicator are key in tourism EIAs within the Mexican
assessment framework (pers. obs., 2010).
To address the potential environmental impacts of the business, the
Cooperative members responded they received technical support from an
organisation named Grupo Interdisciplinario de Consultoría Ambiental 26 (GICA, S.C)
which provided technical expertise in the preparation of the EIA. In regards to the
environmental protection and mitigation measures, members commented that
technical advice was given to install a rain water tank, a solid waste management
system, as well as a waste water filtration system to prevent possible impacts (pers.
comm., Sanctuary Manager, 2010). Members, however, were unable to provide any
additional information about why such measures were planned, which impacts were
thought these measures would help to minimise, and how efficient these measures
were in comparison with others. As for the monitoring strategy, members responded
that according to the technical advice provided by GICA, S.C, periodic visits to the
beach were effective to evaluate the tourism building capacity for night visits to turtle

24

CTM= Centro Mexican de la Tortuga (Mexican Turtle Centre)
Tourist Building Capacity (TBC) is an indicator of the number of tourists a site can support without
losing its regeneration capacities. It relies on information about environmental variables (i.e. climate,
temperature, humidity and rainfall among others) and areas for tourist use (i.e. walking trail size,
surface of camping grounds, cabins’ architectural design, among others) with the purpose of
calculating the number of tourists allowed to visit the site during specific times of the year.
26
GICA=Environmental Consultancy and Interdisciplinary Group
25
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nesting sites and to assess guided tours to the lagoon and walking trails (pers.
comm., Sanctuary Manager, 2010). It was also important from their perspective, and
of great importance for me, to acknowledge how participative the EIA process was in
terms of considering their opinions when deciding which impacts, preventive
measures, monitoring strategies or suitable activities could be implemented once the
business came into operation. In this sense, responses from the Cooperative
members indicated that their opinions and interests were considered in every stage
of the EIA process. Proof of such procedures within the Sanctuary EIS is the
Diagnóstico Ambiental y Social para el Aprovechamiento Sustentable de los
Recursos Naturales en la Comunidad La Escobilla, Municipio de Santa María
Tonameca, Oaxaca (Mendez 2001, see Appendix VI.1), a report prepared to fulfil
the requirements of the SEDESOL government program.
In section C, answers to questions 12-17 showed that for every member of
the Cooperative it was very important to have strong community participation to
make appropriate decisions on what will impact the wellbeing of the community.
Members reiterated that their contribution to the community was mainly seen as an
economic benefit, as the project was providing jobs to the members of the
Cooperative and any other person from the La Escobilla community interested in
working in the project. In this sense, preserving strong community values and
traditions became very important for all of the members involved. Furthermore, it was
important for me to acknowledge this sense of participation by identifying the type of
business they were running. Some of the members work part-time to contribute to
the tequio; however, others work full-time as they need to make sure the operation
runs smoothly and guests receive the best possible service. It was interesting to
acknowledge that, although all members responded that no family members work in
the project, all of them have at least one member working in the business. This
clearly indicates that for the members of the Sanctuary, the business has become an
essential part of their life in which all, family or not, have learned to work as a group,
as a cooperative.
Finally, answers to questions in section D revealed interesting facts about how
tour operators perceive the current operation of the business. On the one hand,
respondents admitted that their net income does not reflect the effort they contribute
to the project activities because the business is still improving and requires a broader
audience to reach its maximum capacity. They also commented that the total income
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they receive from the project in not enough to fulfil their living needs as the cost of
services like electricity, telephones, cleaning products, food, and the maintenance of
cabins, canoes, green areas, walking tracks and the greenhouse requires more
money than what they earn though the business; therefore they struggle the keep
the project running (pers. comm., Cooperative members, 2011). On the other hand,
they were proud to answer that the project has significantly improved both the
environmental and socio-economic conditions of the region where they live by a)
protecting the biodiversity of the “La Salina” lagoon and the turtle nesting sites along
the “La Escobilla” beach and b) by helping several communities in the region to
understand the significance of conservation through active environmental education
activities on site.
6.2.3 EIS/SIS review
The need for an EIA was triggered by several prohibitions of the LGEEPA 1988 and
its Regulation 2000 to comply with Chapter IV, Section IV (16) and (17) (E) of the
Oaxaca’s State LEE 1998 as the proposal was considered to be a municipal tourism
project. An outline of the IA process undergone by the Sanctuary is presented in Fig.
6.6 to guide the reader in identifying current areas of constraint in this process. The
EIA was prepared in 2001 based on a former diagnostic study prepared by GICA 27
(Mendez. 2001). According to Macedo (2010), this study became the catalyst for the
development of the Cooperative and helped in the planning of ecotourism activities
identified by GICA as the most suitable for the La Escobilla community according to
the environmental attributes of the surrounding environment (the area been declared
a protected area since 1986 with a large number of turtle individuals nesting on the
beach). Within the diagnosis, a SWOT28 analysis was used to identify the tourism
potential of the community and the economic benefits this could provide. Important
environmental considerations (increase in illegal poaching activities affecting the
livelihood of turtle populations) and relevant socio-economic issues (high level of
poverty, marginalisation and unemployment) affecting the quality of life of the
inhabitants of the La Escobilla community were analysed. This diagnosis also
highlighted the need to link environmental conservation activities with local
development priorities aiming to adopt responsible and sustainable development
27
28

Environmental Consultancy Interdisciplinary Group, S.C.
SWOT = Strengths, Weakness, Opportunities and Threats
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practices through ecotourism. The EIA was prepared and finalised in 2003 in which
the ecotourism activities were planned based on the protection and conservation of
the Olive Ridley turtle, aiming to improve the living standards of members of the local
community (but particularly members of the Cooperative) through the generation of
employment opportunities and appropriate funding from government agencies. After
finalising the EIA, an EIS had to be submitted to the relevant assessing and
determining authority, in this case the SEMARNAT regional office, which had to
approve, condition or deny development consent after examining and assessing the
impact assessment report. The Sanctuary commenced its operation in 2001 with the
opening of the restaurant, prior to the completion of the EIA process.
The construction of the abovementioned infrastructure (cabins, multiuse room
and outdoor toilet) followed support from substantial government funding. Since
then, the Cooperative members operated under the idea that the EIS was approved
and development consent was granted. However, in 2011 the Cooperative was
informed by the PROFEPA that the EIS was never submitted, therefore never
approved, and the Cooperative was now facing heavy monetary sanctions.
Examining in detail the content of the EIS, several issues arise. Firstly, a SIA
had not been developed in the form as discussed in Chapter 2, to address important
cultural considerations such as how to stop or control illegal poaching, or how to
balance the tequio with other financial acquisition systems such as paid jobs and
individual contracts.
Secondly, although some of the socio-economic components of the region
(e.g. job generation and employment, poverty conditions, education and public
health) were included in the EIA, they do not a) relate to the Sanctuary conditions, b)
show no analysis on how these could benefit the Sanctuary, and c) provide no
relation with other socio-cultural components and operation skills. The EIA process
flow chart outlined in Figure 6.6 aids in the understanding of these problems,
emphasising, with arrows, the degree of compliance with the different EIA phases
and relevant legislation.
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Figure 6.6 The Sanctuary EIA/SIA process flow chart.
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Thirdly, the EIS presents traces of an adequate analysis of the overall important
environmental factors to be examined within an EIA but the methods of assessment,
as well as the analysis used to predict, prevent and mitigate potential impacts, show
inaccuracies, particularly in regards to the monitoring and follow-up strategies. A
comprehensive comparison of the issues analysed is presented in the section 6.6
(see Table 6.4 and 6.5).
6.2.4

Impacts of the operation

6.2.4.1 Environmental
The main environmental issue to be considered is that reforestation practices with
native mangrove species are subjected to special authorisation due to their
protection status under the NOM-059-SEMARNAT-2001 legislation (pers. comm.,
Sanctuary Manager, 2010). This activity, although based on genuine conservation
need as the protected area has lost most of its mangrove cover due to agricultural
practices, has proven difficult to achieve because of the legal protection status of the
previously mentioned mangrove species making their reforestation restricted only to
certified bush regeneration officials who have to be appointed by the CONANP or
CONAFOR (pers. comm., Cooperative Member, 2010). Other areas of the Sanctuary
have been reforested with native species to make the area more attractive to tourists
and as a measure to increase the plant cover area and reduce erosion.
Another issue that persists, although in a small scale and primarily controlled
by the Navy, is the illegal poaching of Olive Ridley turtles. Although population
numbers have increased dramatically in the last decade due to government support
and community awareness, poaching remains an extractive subsistence activity for
some local inhabitants.
6.2.4.2 Social
The worst issue with the operation of the Sanctuary is the fact that the business has
failed to submit the EIS after more than 10 years of operation. This fact shows one of
the critical problems of the EIA process in Mexico, which is the lack of continuity and
post-EIA support from consultants due to unclear working contracts, particularly
within Indigenous communities, as previously stressed by the Consultation and
Planning Directorate (see Section 5.2).
In this case, GICA never gave proper advice to the Cooperative members
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about how, when and where to submit the EIS (pers. comm., Sanctuary Member,
2011), which is crucial information to be acknowledged by both the proponent and
the consultant under the relevant state or federal environmental legislation. In
response, the PROFEPA has closed the business until the Cooperative is able to pay
a fine and agree to the Attorney’s conditions on the reforestation of 40 ha of forest
within the local community (pers. comm., Sanctuary member, 2011).

Another

problem observed was the lack of possible personnel replacements to undertake the
management, operation and administration of the business. Most of the Cooperative
members’ siblings have shown minimal interest in taking on these roles and have
emigrated to the United States of America or other parts of Mexico, leaving behind
their parents and obligations (pers. obs., 2010). In addition, the lack of a diversified
ecotourism market in the region affects the operation of the business as similar
activities are often advertised by other operators within the area which have
developed more competitive and successful operations than the Sanctuary.
In terms of the financial problems, the tequio, although a traditionally
recognised group labour system promoting the unity of the group by providing a
certain income of money, is not enough to fulfil the living expenses of the
Cooperative members (pers. comm., Sanctuary member 2011). Several members
have expressed their concern about profits being insufficient for each member’s
living needs, resulting in the struggle to successfully operate the business without
any external support (pers. comm., Cooperative member 2010).
In addition to this problem, visitor numbers have not yet been sufficient to
substantially increase the profits to cover the operational costs of the overall
management, operation, and administration of the business, negatively affecting the
quality of life of the Cooperative members and threatening the long term operation of
the enterprise (pers. comm., Cooperative member, 2010).
Finally, because profits are scarce, the opportunity to hire external workers
from the community is limited and other community members have expressed no
interest in participating in the enterprise as they consider there is not enough
revenue to be worth the effort (pers. comm., Sanctuary member, 2011).
From an administrative point of view, the lack of adequate records about the
number of tourists, destinations and activity preferences, as well as records of how
much the hiring out of the multiuse classroom contributes to the overall business
profits affects the adequate management of the operation. The hire of the multiuse
138

Chapter 6. Ecotourism Case Studies

classroom has substantially helped to maintain the operation of the Sanctuary
according to the testimony of some members. Its contribution however, is still
insignificant in comparison to the financial and social needs of all the members (pers.
comm., Sanctuary member, 2011). Another relevant issue is the high cost of the
working permit payed to the CONANP to use the area for tourism purposes, which is
MX$283.32 per annum (194-C (II)) of the Ley Federal de Derechos29. According the
Sanctuary manager, paying this fee represents a significant loss in the overall profits
of the operation.
Additionally, the Cooperative keeps only 10% of the fee paid by visitors to
enter the turtle nesting sites to cover any operational costs with the rest going back
to the CONANP (pers. comm., Cooperative member,. 2010). To make things worse,
hurricane Carlotta which struck in June 2012 on the coasts of Oaxaca and Guerrero
has left great devastation within the La Escobilla community and has destroyed most
of the infrastructure within the Sanctuary. This situation has worsened the living
conditions of the whole community and threatens the permanency of the business,
as members of the Cooperative have no financial means to rebuild the damaged
infrastructure. The abovementioned issues, plus the lack of adequate promotion,
marketing, effective operation skills and income sources, have substantially affected
the overall success of the enterprise and these issues clearly threaten the
permanency and success of the business. The lack of insurance to cover natural
disaster damage is also an issue (pers. comm., Cooperative member 2010).

6.3 Xixim Ecolodge
6.3.1 Description of the study area and the local environment
The Xixim Ecolodge (hereafter the Ecolodge) is an ecotourism development privately
owned and operating since 1996. The Ecolodge aims to provide an eco-friendly,
educational and relaxing experience to visitors to the town of Celestún. The owner,
of Swiss origin, is in her 60s and lives in Mexico City visiting the Ecolodge every
holiday season to supervise and attend in person to important issues and arrange
product delivery and infrastructure renovations. The manager, who is in his 30s, lives
within the premises of the Ecolodge and has worked in the project for more than 15
29

Rights Federal Law
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years in which, along with the owner, he has learned about the importance of
protecting and preserving the environment for the success of the enterprise. Both
hold a postgraduate degree in marketing and business administration which has also
facilitated managing the business successfully.
The land in which the project is currently set was designated for agricultural
activities mainly for the production of Malayan bananas and was purchased from the
local government in 1990. The Ecolodge is located within the Celestún Municipality
in the Yucatan Peninsula, 9 km northeast of the port of Celestún (see Fig. 6.7)
enclaved within the Tourist Zone (TZ) of the Ria Celestún Biosphere Reserve
(RCBR). The RCBR was decreed in 1976 to protect significant ecosystems from
escalating development pressure in the region. The reserve includes 81,483 ha of
protected land and aquatic ecosystems including mangroves at the centre and north,
and deciduous and semi-deciduous forests at the centre and east (CONANP 2007).
The RCBR provides important an nesting site for the iconic American flamingo
(Phoenicopterus ruber) populations within two core zones at the northern (NCZ) and
southern (SCZ) ends of the protected area and increases biodiversity conservation
and habitat protection of several migratory and native species (CONANP 2007). The
Plan of Management designated the TZ to allow tourist and other development
proposals to establish their operation and reduce the resource pressure on other
zones of the reserve. The total area of the Ecolodge comprises 25 ha, but, only 6.85
ha (27.4% of the area) have been developed leaving the remaining area for
reforestation and bush regeneration activities.
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Figure 6.7 Xixim Ecolodge locality map. The map shows its location within Mexico and within the states of Campeche and Yucatan and within the Ria
Celestún Biosphere Reserve. It also highlights the type of ecosystems present within the reserve and the areas for tourist development established outside of
the
core
conservation
zones
(Source:
CONABIO
2006;
INEGI
2010).
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The rest of the total land (18.15 ha), comprises internal gardens and vegetated
areas, including a big portion of sub-deciduous forest which has been left partially
untouched to contribute to the conservation of the entire RBRC (pers. comm.,
Ecolodge Manager 2010). As part of the conservation measures proposed within the
IA, the entire infrastructure has been constructed considering the 80 m limit
established by the Zona Federal Marítimo Terrestre (ZOFEMAT), a MaritimeTerrestrial Federal Zone coastal development exclusion zone or buffer zone, which
regulates the development of infrastructure in land close to and along the coastline.
This zone aims to protect significant marine ecosystems, such as wetlands, coastal
dunes and other terrestrial/aquatic ecosystems from developments. According to
Quijano et al. (2008), this measure was planned to preserve the coastal dune
ecosystem and protect the Ecolodge against hurricanes and other natural disasters
(see Figures 6.8 and 6.9).
The Ecolodge is a tourism complex with cabins consisting of wooden interiors,
palm tree ceilings, and beds with linen blankets, mosquito nets, and well-appointed
semi-outdoor showers allowing guests to overlook and experience the small exotic
paradise in the backyard (see Fig. 6.9, A, B, C and D). The only two ecotourism
activities performed on site are the seasonal liberation of turtles into the ocean and
nature appreciation along two walking tracks. Turtle releasing is an activity that has
become popular among local primary schools and supported by local environmental
organizations to enhance environmental consciousness among students from early
ages (pers. comm., Ecolodge manager, 2010). Nature appreciation within the two
walking tracks encourages guests to admire and learn about the local flora and
fauna and increase their environmental awareness (pers. comm., Ecolodge
manager, 2010). The rest of the activities promoted by the Ecolodge are provided by
external business partners offering services such as excursions to the American
flamingo nesting sites, visits to prehispanic and colonial sites, as well as bird
watching tours, nature safaris and canoeing tours around the estuary (see Table
6.2). These partnerships have helped to promote environmental consciousness and
conservation awareness among the local population and other interested groups.
Low season accommodation tariffs range from USD$276-330 and peak season
range from USD $290-383 per day.
The club house includes a convention centre for group meetings and
conferences, a restaurant and a leisure-bar-TV room. The Ecolodge has access to
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the beachfront on the Caribbean Sea where guests can enjoy kayaking and other
beach and sun activities (pers. obs., 2010). The Ecolodge has also implemented a
series of green technologies to reduce its impact on the environment (see Fig. 6.10).
These include waste management and recycling, solar heating, water reuse (i.e.
solar heating for swimming pools, SIRDO30 systems for solid waste recycling and
management, water desalination plant for water consumption, and a water treatment
plant to recharge water into the local groundwater). Due to the lack of public
electricity services, the Ecolodge uses a diesel generator to power electrical devices
such as refrigerators, water pumps, illumination, and electronic appliances such as
TVs and radios.
Table 6.2 Infrastructure and ecotourism activities at the Xixim Ecolodge
Infrastructure
Ecotourism activities
On site
Off site

32 Cabins
Turtle releasing activities with local
1 Reception
schools
1 Terrace

Guided excursions to historic and
1 Clubhouse
pre-Hispanic sites
1 Pool

Guided tours to the estuary and the
1 Workshop
American
flamingo
nesting
site
1 Cool room

Bird watching guided tours
1 Laundry/storage room
1 Workers dining room

Sun, sand and sea activities (sun
5 Employees dormitory
bathing, beach sports and
7 Workers dormitory
kayaking)
1 Workers toilets
1 Car park
3 Walking paths
1 Manager’s house
1 Kitchen
1 Restaurant
1 Administration building
1 Storage room
Source: Biotecnia Industrial, S.A. DE C.V and Xixim Ecolodge website (www.hotelxixim.com,
accessed 10-03-2012).

30

Organic Waste Integral Recycling System, SIRDO (http://www.sirdo.com.mx/nuevo.htm)
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Figure 6.8 The Xixim Ecolodge Master Plan showing all infrastructure built on site. A) Restaurant and convention centre, B) Swimming pools, C) Duplex and
Master Suits, D) Storage room, and E) Ecolodge’s lobby and reception (Source: Quijano et al. 2008).
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Figure 6.9 Bush regeneration strategy. As part of the impact preventive measures of the EIA, most of
the native vegetation was left untouched during the project implementation stage (A and B). Other
areas (C and D) have been replanted with native species to contribute to the regeneration of the area
(with arrow) (pers. obs., 2010).
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Figure 6.10 Interior of the cabins at the Xixim Ecolodge: A) beds with linen covers and mosquito nets,
B) living area, C) Luxurious shower and D) Master bedroom (pers. obs., 2010)
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Figure 6.11 Alternative technologies used by the Xixim Ecolodge to minimize its impact on the natural
environment: A) Solid waste composting plant, B) Biodigestors for solid waste recycling, C) Solar
panels for heating water into the pools, and D) Water treatment plant (pers. obs,. 2010).

In terms of tourist visitation to Xixim Ecolodge, 2007 recorded the highest number of
visitors (see Fig. 6.12). Tourist numbers following 2007 have substantially decreased
due to the 2008-2009 global financial crisis. In perspective, the Ecolodge has
received a steady tourist flows since 2004 representing a popular tourist destination
in the Caribbean. Official records also show (see Fig. 6.13) that in the last seven
years the Ecolodge has received substantial tourist visitation from different parts of
the globe. Interesting to note is that visitation has been mostly from Mexican tourists
(9252, 59%) followed by visitors from the United States of America (4288, 27%),
United Kingdom (1121, 7%) and Switzerland (1037, 6.6%). Significant visitation also
includes tourists from France, Austria, Italy and the Czech Republic (Xixim Ecolodge,
2011). An analysis I performed using the Ecolodge records of the peak visitation
periods from 2004-2011 (see Fig. 6.14), revealed that certain periods represent the
three most important holidays in Mexico, which are, the Christmas Holidays (DecJan), Holy Week (Mar-Apr) and School Holidays (Jul-Aug).
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Tourist numbers visiting Xixim Ecolodge between 2004 and 2011
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Figure 6.12 Number of visitors at Xixim Ecolodge between 2004 and November 2011. Peak visitation
during this period occurred in 2007 just before the global financial crisis (Source: Xixim Ecolodg
Management, 2011).

Number of Tourist by country visiting Xixim Ecolodge between 2005
and November 2011
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Figure 6.13 Tourist visitation to Xixim Ecolodge from different countries between 2005 and 2011
(Source: Xixim Ecolodge Management 2011).
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Visiors nights per months spent at the Xixim Ecolodge from 2004 to
2011
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Figure 6.14 Visitor nights per month at the Ecolodge from 2004 to 2011 (Source: Xixim Ecolodge
Management 2011).

6.3.2 Structured interviews with tour operators
An important part of the EIA process is the scoping and screening process in which
EIA experts identify the type of activity and any relevant information in relation to the
activity to commence the first stage of the evaluation process. Therefore, to identify
the issues within this part of the process, interviews with tour operators were the
most effective method to identify some of these issues in the initial planning process.
During my visit to the Ecolodge in 2010, I conducted a series of structured interviews
with the owner and manager about the aims and objectives of my research and the
purpose of the interviews. Participation and consent forms were also provided to
both participants (see Appendix II for full list of questions).
Responses to Section A (questions 1-6) revealed that, during the
conceptualisation stage of the project, the owner had no knowledge about
ecotourism or any of the principles that this activity involved, but after doing some
research on the topic, fully understood the concept, as well as the activities, facilities
and services required (pers. comm., Ecolodge Owner, 2010). The owner also
commented that several benefits of the operation were envisaged during early
stages including the creation of a friendly, nature based and specialized tourist
service for those visitors looking for different experiences. Some of the constraints
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were related to the idea of being an isolated and distant product that could only bring
small numbers of tourists, as well as issues with product supply, transportation and
access to a local work force (pers. comm., Ecolodge owner, 2010). Some alternative
locations were analysed to overcome the problem of access, isolation and transport
routes to the Ecolodge, however, in terms of finding an alternative for the activities
proposed, the owner commented:
No alternative activities were thought, I was totally convinced that an ecotourism business
was the right option. The place provides the ideal natural landscape, beautiful beach and
climate conditions, for tourism enterprise, and the fact that it is located within a national park
encouraged me to increase its protection and conservation with these activities (Ecolodge
Owner, 2010).

In terms of the costs of the operation, the owner responded that the costs were
sorted through the preparation of a business plan which included the cost of the
infrastructure and services, green technologies and transportation among others. All
the planning was done by us, the owner commented:
I did not seek government support because privately owned enterprises are often not
subjected to government funding (Ecolodge Owner, 2010).

Impact planning is also related to the scoping process and includes the identification
of impacts, selection of impact assessment methodologies, as well as the
preparation of preventive and mitigation measures. In this sense, it was important for
me to acknowledge how thorough and strict was this process looking at the
participants’ personal opinion in comparison with the information within the EIS.

In

relation to Section B, answers to questions 7-11 showed that the management of the
Ecolodge knew about the impact assessment requirements prior to starting the
operation of the business because these were needed to get development approval.
The owner thought about how to generate the least possible impact on the
environment after receiving advice from the EIA consultant:
Because we were planning to build a tourism business within the protected area, we required
to elaborate an EIS to get development approval and identify potential impacts and adequate
mitigation and preventive measures (Ecolodge Owner and On-site Manager, 2010).
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The owner also commented that they received support to prepare the EIA from the
Consultores en Prevención de Impactos Ambientales 31, a local environmental
consultancy group who helped integrate the EIA and gave advice on how to minimise
potential impacts. The owner also explained that to protect and mitigate potential
impacts, native species were used to reforest and regenerate the areas cleared by
the construction stage:
Yes, we planted native species trying not to alter the structure of the second dune. We
performed an endangered species assessment to acknowledge what species within the
premises were subjected to special protection. We were also very thorough following every
building requirement (Ecolodge Owner 2010).

In regards to the monitoring and follow-up strategies, the owner and manager stated:
Yes, monitoring strategies were planned at the initial phases of the project to avoid damage to
the natural environment. But currently, we do not have any monitoring strategy in place which
is a bit of a problem because we do not know how much we are actually
contributing/damaging the environment, particularly through the use of green technologies
(Ecolodge Owner and On-site Manager, 2010).

Furthermore, when I asked how inclusive the internal decision-making process was
in terms of the support provided by the consultants, they stated that their opinion and
interests were highly considered emphasising the importance of acknowledging the
interests of proponents during the EIA process.
On the other hand, in conversation with owner, it was clear that community
participation has been highly important for the Ecolodge management as answers to
section C (questions 12-17) discovered:
Community participation is very important as it is part of the development of the business. All
produces are bought locally, we hire local guides and we employ local residents to enhance
their quality of life’ (Ecolodge Owner and On-site Manager, 2010).

This is evident as the Ecolodge has worked in close partnership with an external
guiding service that takes guests to spot local bird species in areas surrounding
Celestún, and to visit the American flamingos nesting sites in different points of the
estuary (pers. obs., 2010). Furthermore, in regards to the benefits the project has
provided to the local community, both the owner and manager stated that:

31

Environmental Impact Prevention Consultants
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Part of the benefits is providing with employment to local people within the state, especially
from Merida. We also are buying local produces which support the development of local
economies by increasing commercial operations and business transactions within the region.
We are also providing environmental education programs within local schools and giving a
good example of premium tourism and sustainable practices (Ecolodge Owner and On-site
Manager, 2010).

However, proof of such benefits to the local community are not evident, requiring
deeper analysis of the employment opportunities the Ecolodge has provided for
members of the Celestún community. Similarly, as per the importance of preserving
cultural tradition, the owner stated that:
Cultural manifestations are very important for us, for example, two of our excursions are
meant to show local customs like fisheries and the old salt industry which in the past were
major sources of capital for the inhabitants of Celestún (Ecolodge Owner, 2010).

Finally, answers to questions in Section D showed limited acknowledgment from
both the owner and on-site manager as they restricted their answers to a simple Yes
or No with the exception of question 20 about the expenses required to manage the
business in which the owner clearly stated that it required around USD$550,000 per
annum ( AUD$600,000) to support the entire operation, which includes payment for
services, products and maintenance of the Ecolodge. Finally, when asking about any
possible improvements to the Ecolodge, the on-site manager stated that:
Yes, there are many, however, at the moment there are not economically viable. On the other
hand, we have started by improving the market through the promotion of other activities like
yoga, and spa, and other health oriented activities (Ecolodge Owner and on-site manager,
2010).

6.3.3 EIS/SIS review
Due to the type, size and location of the operation, the proposed development
required an EIA as it was planned within the TZ of the RBRC. Initially, the
development was planned in two stages. The first stage consisted of the construction
of six deluxe cabins, the lobby and reception, main office, pool and restaurant in the
western end of the terrain. For these activities, an initial EIS was prepared by
Biotecnia Industrial S.A de C.V in 1996 and submitted to the SEMARNAT regional
office in Merida Yucatan with approval granted without conditions. The second phase
in the construction of the Ecolodge included the building of twenty six additional
152

Chapter 6. Ecotourism Case Studies

deluxe cabins, a yoga and spa centre, a second pool and the upgrade of the existing
facilities. For these activities, an EIS was also required by the SEMARNAT regional
office who granted approval, however, with a series of development conditions based
on the magnitude of the operations. This EIS was prepared by the Consultores and
Prevención y Mitigación de Impacts Ambientales S.C.P. in 2008 and incorporated the
observance of several conditions imposed by the regulatory agency. For example,
noise and air pollution limits, the appropriate storage and disposal of solid wastes,
and the type and magnitude of the excavations were some of the few conditions that
the EIS had to include in order to get development consent. The strict observance of
the ZOFEMAT was also among the conditions flagged by the regulatory agency. This
condition required that no permanent infrastructure was allowed to be built within
these boundaries. Figure 6.15 shows the EIA process undergone by the Ecolodge in
order to get development consent.
Examining in detail the content of the Ecolodge EIS, similar issues with the
Sanctuary EIS, were observed. For example, a SIA was not developed in the form as
discussed in Chapter 2. This SIA was performed in the form of a socio-economic
assessment using social, economic and demographic (i.e. urbanization rate,
education and health, poverty index, nutrition index) and some socio-cultural and
aesthetic indicators (religion, language and tourist potential) of the Celestún
municipality. A comprehensive correlation between these indicators and the potential
impacts of the activities of the Ecolodge, however, was not attempted. The EIA
process flow chart outlined below (see Fig. 6.15) aids in the understanding of these
problems, emphasising, with arrows, the degree of compliance and effectiveness of
the IA procedures. Thirdly, the EIS presents traces of an adequate analysis of the
overall important environmental factors to be examined within an EIA, indicating the
relevant legislation and development policies to be observed when preparing the
assessment, but, the methods of assessment, as well as the analysis used to
predict, prevent and mitigate potential impacts, show deficiencies, particularly in
regards to the monitoring and follow-up strategies. A comprehensive comparison of
the issues analysed is presented in section 6.6 (see Table 6.4 and 6.5).
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Figure 6.15 The Xixim Ecolodge EIA/SIA process flowchart.
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6.3.4 Impacts of the operation
This section presents some of the environmental and social impacts derived from the
operation of the Ecolodge.
6.3.4.1 Environmental
Perhaps the biggest negative environmental impact of the Ecolodge relates to the
use of a diesel generator to power all electric devices, power outlets, and additional
infrastructure (i.e. outdoor lights, footpaths illumination, refrigerators). The lack of
public electricity infrastructure promoted the idea of using this power supply as it was
considered cheap and easy to maintain within the costs of the Ecolodge. Its use,
however, has been demonstrated to require substantial amounts of funding (pers.
comm., Ecolodge manager 2010) and such a strategy was never conditioned by the
environmental protection authority while planning the EIA (Consultores and
Prevención y Mitigación de Impacts Ambientales S.C.P 2008). Furthermore,
atmospheric emissions from the diesel combustion have never been monitored.
The bush regeneration strategy, however, has proven effective in the
reforestation of the area and has reduced the probability of erosion processes that
otherwise could be negatively impacting the integrity of the first and second dunes
(pers. obs., 2010).

Moreover, the use of green technologies adopted by the

Ecolodge as a measure to minimise the impact its operation is debatable. The
efficiency of such technologies has never been tested due to the lack of a monitoring
strategy and qualified personnel to regularly test their functionality and improve their
outcomes. Similarly, the use of solar panels to heat the water in the pools has proven
ineffective. In conversation with the Ecolodge’s owner (pers. comm., 2011), I found
that these are not longer in operation due to malfunctioning and salt corrosion
pushing the Ecolodge to search for better renewable options.
Therefore, the contribution of these alternative technologies in minimising
environmental impacts of the Ecolodge operations is low and its net impact is far
from evaluated as there is no information about how efficient these technologies are
in comparison with others on the market (i.e. wind renewable energy or other waste
recycling devices) to ensure a positive contribution to the conservation and
responsible management of area.
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6.3.4.2 Social
Financially speaking, the use of the diesel generator has become a big problem as
the cost of diesel and maintenance of the generator has increased substantially in
comparison to the allocated budget for its operation. According to the owner, the cost
of operation has risen to MX$80,000 per annum ( AUD$6,097.61). The generator
also contributes to atmospheric pollution within an area designated for conservation;
hence, its use needs to be re-assessed by the owner (pers. comm., manager 2010).
Furthermore, although the Ecolodge has provided employment opportunities
mainly to people from Merida, it seems only few benefits are apparent within the
Celestún community when the EIS for this enterprise specifically stressed that better
employment opportunities for the Celestún community were to be created as
argument to achieve development consent and as part of the positive socioeconomic
impacts of the proposed activities (Consultores en Prevención y MItigación de
Impactos S.C.P 2008). However, as argued by Azcárate (2006) and as part of my
personal observations, the town of Celestún gives the impression of being an
underdeveloped place, with roads under construction, tin houses along the estuary
where there is little support from the Municipality to enhance the appearance of the
town and living conditions of the local inhabitants. In addition, through the generation
of working partnerships, the Ecolodge has adopted a ‘buying locally’ policy using
fresh and locally produced products to cater for tourists.
Finally, the lack of support from the CONANP in the maintenance of access
roads is another issue that has been partially resolved through consultation with this
agency. Sections of the access roads, however, are still subjected to flooding and
sufficient maintenance has not been provided. This represents a long term problem
for the operation of the Ecolodge as tourist visitation might be affected.

6.4 Paperbark Camp
6.4.1 Description of the study area and the local environment
Paperbark Camp (hereafter the Camp) comprises an area of 33 ha with a 600-metre
frontage to Currambene Creek (pers. comm., Camp Manager, 2011). It is located
200 km south of Sydney and a few kilometres inland from Jervis Bay close to the
town of Huskisson in the Shoalhaven City Council (see Fig. 6.16). The Camp is a
family business, owned by Irena and Jeremy Hutchings established in 1998. The
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Hutchings used to live in Sydney but moved down the NSW coast looking for a place
to establish the business and escape the busy city life that Sydney represented. The
Hutchings, a family of four, are from Caucasian-Anglo heritage. Their son has
become the on-site manager along with their daughter who works full-time to
manage the entire operation. In conversation with the owner, he explained that the
aim of the Camp was to create a low impact venture and provide visitors to the Jervis
Bay area with a unique camping experience that adhered to the principles of
ecologically sustainable tourism. The son who holds an undergraduate degree in
Marketing and Tourism Management has helped him to understand the
fundamentals of the work in which he has been involved for more than ten years.
The Hutchings live within 800 m of the business, a location that has helped to reduce
transportation costs and other negative effects of transport behaviour, such as petrol
consumption and parking fees. The site was selected for its elevation (in relation to
the surrounding land), sense of isolation and natural beauty, as well as its proximity
to the creek, which provides a suitable space for low impact water activities. During
construction, the original landscape was carefully cleared by hand, and no major
earthworks were performed, so that ecosystems, natural flora and birdlife were
preserved (pers. comm., Camp manager 2011). The Camp infrastructure was built in
a natural bush setting among tall spotted gums (Corymbia maculata) and paperbarks
(Melaleuca deanei) adjacent to the pristine Currambene Creek. The area of the
creek, adjacent to the Camp, is slightly outside of the boundaries of the Upper
Currambene Creek Sanctuary Zone forming part of the Jervis Bay Marine Park
(JBMP), which covers an area of approximately 22,000 ha over 100 km of coastline,
adding substantial value to the conservation of the area in terms of water supply
(NSW Marine Park Authority 2009). The JBMP Park has been designed as a
multiple-use zone for conserving marine biological diversity and marine habitats,
while providing a broad range of recreational and commercial activities (i.e.,
swimming, wildlife watching, kayaking, diving, and among others). Local fauna living
in the surrounding area include a wide range of native species such as the Eastern
Grey Kangaroo (Macropus giganteus), Swamp Wallaby (Wallabia bicolour), Possum
(Trichosurus vulpecula), Sugar Glider (Petaurus breviceps), King Parrot (Alisterus
scapularis), Gang Gang (Callocephalon fimbriatum) and Yellow Tailed Black
Cockatoo (Calyptorhynchus funereus).
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Figure 6.16 Paperbark Camp Locality Map showing the different land uses and protected areas adjacent to the site. It is important to note the coastal
marsh/estuarine swamp close to the site which is subjected to high flooding during rainy season (Source: DECCW 2010).
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According to the Camp’s Master Plan (see Figure 6.17), the development consisted
of the construction of twelve luxurious safari tents elevated 1.5 m above the ground
on timber platforms (see Fig. 6.18, C) to avoid flooding during the rainy season. The
tents are all powered by a single solar cell (80W) connected to a 12-volt battery,
which is rotated and charged every few weeks (if necessary) from mains power and
has worked effectively as an energy saving measure (pers. comm., Camp manager
2011). The Camp accommodates guests from all around the world but mainly from
the South Coast and Illawarra regions. The proximity to the Currambene Creek
provides guests with the opportunity to get a kayak and canoe along the creek
providing a way to appreciate the values of the area and increase guests’
environmental awareness.
Accommodation tariffs range from AUD$370-520 per night in a twin or single
tent, respectively, and includes breakfast, dinner, and the use of facilities such as
canoes and bikes. The Gunyah32 restaurant is a building elevated 4 m above the
ground with outdoor dining on the balcony and a lounge with an open fire that has
been constructed using treated pine, corrugated steel, glass and extensive use of
plywood cladding (see Fig. 6.18 B & D).
Building

materials

were

selected

for

their

lightweight

construction

performance, cost effectiveness, aesthetics and wood certification, which contribute
to the production and maintenance of sustainable forests (pers. comm., Camp
manager, 2011). Activities on site are diverse including free hire of bicycles, canoes,
bushwalks, and bird watching. Storytelling, an activity hosted by Galamban, a local
Aboriginal ecotourism business dedicated to work at the Booderee National Park
promotes the conservation of local aboriginal heritage and enhancing the respect for
Aboriginal people and their spiritual connections with the natural landscape (see
Table 6.3). The Camp has also been working closely with other local tourist agencies
to provide guests with alternative activities off site including dolphin and whale
watching, diving, snorkelling and fishing boat cruises to promote environmental
values and increase the level of environmental awareness of the Jervis Bay area.

32

Aboriginal word meaning ‘meeting place, or place of shelter’
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Table 6.3 Infrastructure and ecotourism activities at the Paperbark Camp
Ecotourism activities
On site
Infrastructure
12 Safari style tents
Cycling

1 Restaurant
2 Car parks
1 Interpretative trail
1 Greenhouse
2 Timber bridges
1 Security hut
1 Wharf

Canoeing



Bushwalking



Bird watching



Story telling (hosted by Galamban)



Off site

Dolphin and whale watching tours *



Boat fishing tours *



Snorkelling and scuba diving tours *



NOTE: * These activities are provided by external tour operators within the Jervis Bay Marine Park
Source: McCotter 1995; Paperbark Management 2011

Energy efficiency devices in The Gunyah include gas used for cooking in the
restaurant, energy efficient lighting, use of low voltage appliances and slow
combustion heaters. The Hutchings have installed rainwater tanks for drinking water
and fire-fighting use (pers. comm., Camp manager, 2011). The Camp has also
implemented a ‘buying local’ policy that has ensured the promotion of local
businesses and the reduction of food miles, indirectly contributing to the reduction of
the business carbon footprint (pers. comm., Camp manager 2011).

Figure 6.17 Paperbark Camp Master Plan indicating the infrastructure and its proximity to roads and
other adjacent properties, as well as to the Currambene Creek (Source: McCotter, 1995).
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Figure 6.18 Infrastructure and surrounding environment at Paperbark Camp: A) Advertisement at the
entrance of the Camp, B) Exterior of the Gunyah restaurant, C) Exterior of the Safari style tents, D)
Interior of the Gunyah restaurant, E) Shore of Currambene Creek, and F) Surrounding vegetation with
spotted gums and paperbarks.
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6.4.2 Structured interviews with tour operators
During my visit to Paperbark Camp in 2011, I had the chance to interview both the
owner and manager at the same time. This became handy as some of the questions
required going back to the initial stages of the project and the owner was the right
person to interview. A brief background of my research and explanation of the aims
and objectives of the interviews was given to both in order to support their answers.
Information regarding the consent and participation forms was also included for the
owner and manager to acknowledge their rights to withdraw any information
provided within the interviews, and to contact the University of Wollongong if any
anomaly or misconduct was identified during the interview process. Their
contribution was thorough and concise, and the detail in their responses was most
welcome to understand their history in the operation of the Camp.
In terms of ecotourism planning, answers to questions 1-6, showed some
interesting facts. For example, the owner and manager stated that initial
understanding of ecotourism was clear as they expressed:
During the initial planning process we knew about ecotourism and the principles of its
operation and management. We also planned all the activities we now advertise (Camp’s
owner and manager, 2011)

The Camp’s owner also stated that the benefits of the business were clear during
this planning process by stressing that:
The benefits considered involved the introduction of a new way of approaching tourism in a
sustainable way. We tried to copy the African Safari Camps which for the Australian market
were innovative and also thought the business was going to increase the value and
significance of the Jervis Bay area as well as promoting the area as a tourist destination
(Camp’s owner, 2011)

Alternatives were pondered, the owner stated when considering options to the
business:
Alternatives were considered in terms of looking for the best location to set our business but
not in terms of changing what we wanted to established. We were certain that a tourism
enterprise was the perfect business for us, especially within this area (Camp’s owner, 2011).

At the same time, the Owner was confident to say that all the costs of the operation
were considered through the business plan and marketing strategy. Similar to the
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Ecolodge, no government support was considered; however, the owner has recently
found that such support can be granted:
There are many opportunities that might be useful to us but they cost more money than the
funding provided. We considered the support granted from the NPWS to get involved in more
conservation-oriented activities (Camp’s owner, 2011)

In terms of the impacts of their activities, the Camp’s owner and manager stated that
environmental and social effects were considered during the EIA process and not
prior the implementation of the business:
Impacts were mainly economic and social in terms of job generation. Environmental impacts
were also considered as they where compulsory under current environmental legislation but
until the development of the EIA and not prior (Camp’s owner and manager, 2011)

In regards to section B, answers to questions 7-11 revealed that the impact
assessment process was of great concern for the owner of the Camp:
We knew about the EIA requirements but only when we looked for professional advice from
the consultancy group (Camp’s Owner, 2011)

Additionally, the owner stated that the impact assessment process required a lot of
time by commenting that:
We had to lodge an EIA which was very stressful and time-consuming, involving meetings
with government bodies, local councils and environmental institutions to comply with the
development application requirements (Camp’s owner, 2011)

The owner also emphasised the issues observed during the EIA process:
Specifically, we planned on installing dry compost toilets and to deal with the wastes on site.
However, because we decided to be a seasonal business (only open half of the year), this
option was not cost effective so we decided not to proceed and decided to build water
efficient toilets with a sewage system instead, storing gray water in a tank for its periodic
removal by the council. This was also necessary in order to comply with the SEPP 14 Coastal
Wetlands and other regional planning policies (Camp’s owner, 2011)

In response to such requirements, the Camp’s owner hired an EIA consultancy firm
to prepared the EIA and submit the EIS to the relevant authority (see section 6.4.3).
Conditions for approval and preventive measures, as mentioned before, were
stressed by the different protection authorities. Director General Impact Assessment
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Requirements (DGER) were issued and enforced, such as no major excavations on
site and prohibitions made for the waste and grey water storing/pumping system.
Monitoring procedures were also considered, partially to acknowledge the amount of
waste water being produced and the quality of the water stored in the tank. Water
quality tests were performed for three years on the tank’s water following the
recommendations from the EIA consultancy team. The EIA decision making process
was also substantially addressed where the opinion and interests from the Camps’
owner were sufficiently incorporated into this process:
Our opinion was considered fully. I have been involved in some EISs for mining projects and
this was always being the case. It is a compulsory step within the EIA process as it represents
the inclusion of all the stakeholders potentially affected by the development’ (Camp’s owner,
2011).

In section C, answers to questions 12-17 showed that community participation was
important to the Camp’s owner and manager:
Community participation is crucial. I have been involved as the president of tourism Jervis
Bay promoting the region nationwide. We try not to compete between other business in the
area but with Wollongong, Sydney and other towns along the coast. We buy local products to
increase the revenue of local business and promote their participation with the camp (Camp’s
manager, 2011).

In addition, both the owner and manager stressed their interest in the benefits of the
project to the local environment stating that:
We are promoting the Jervis Bay area, as a place of rich environmental and heritage values
by bringing money and job opportunities to the area. We have partnerships with local tour
operators to provide guests with a diversity of environmental attractions in the region. These
partnerships have generated good revenue for our business, and as result, it has increased
the touristic value of Jervis Bay’ (Camp’s manager, 2011).

At the same time, the Camp’s manager expressed his view about preserving local
customs stressing that:
For the Camp it is very important to promote local Aboriginal heritage. We provide our guests
with an educational activity call "Legends and Landscapes" which is run by Julie Freeman,
the head of an Aboriginal ecotourism business named Galamban (Camp’s manager, 2011).
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In regards to sustainable development practices (Section D), answers to questions
18-22 revealed some of the financial problems affecting the Camp’s performance.
For example, the manager stated that the net income gained by the business had
not been always steady:
In the last two years we have been getting enough profits, however, for the last 8 or 9 years
we did struggle to generate enough revenue to maintain the operation (Camp’s manager,
2011).

Today, the Camp’s manager stated, this net income is enough to fulfil our living
needs. He explained, however, that paying for salaries sometimes can have a
negative impact on the overall earnings of the business as the income from the
restaurant, the accommodation and other external ecotourism activities make a small
contribution to the overall profits.
Moreover, in terms of improving the environmental conditions of the business,
the on-site manager explained that the Camp has been working periodically with a
“tree doctor” to control some noxious weeds like the Asparagus fern (Asparagus
aethiopicus) to avoid plagues and other tree diseases.
Similarly, in regards to improving the social conditions of the community, the
manager stressed that they have created job opportunities with the Camp and also
supported local enterprises through business partnerships.
Finally, in terms of improving the quality of the operation, the manager also
explains several things are already in progress to enhance the business:
At the cultural level we need to promote working with Indigenous people as they can enlighten
us with their knowledge about the natural and spiritual world. From a sustainable perspective,
growing our own products on site, and increasing the use of environmentally harmless
cleaning products has been envisaged in the near future. From the business perspective, we
are installing a pool next winter to improve onsite attractions. Finally, we need to be sure that
we are using Australian products in every item we purchased as this will increase our support
towards the local economy (Camp’s manager, 2011)

6.4.3 EIS/SIS review
In order to grant development consent, the Shoalhaven City Council requested the
preparation of an EIA as the proposed development was considered to be a
designated development under the EP&A Act 1979. The proposed development was
planned adjacent to an area designated for environmental protection under the
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Shoalhaven Environmental Plan 1996. Statutory prohibitions included in the SEPP
14 (Coastal Wetlands) also triggered the need for an EIA as the development was
planned within wetlands of state significance (Sydney/South Coast Region of the
Department of Land and Water Conservation 2001). Other policies such as the
SEPP 44 (Koala Habitat Protection of 1995) and the SEPP 46 (Protection and
Management of Native Vegetation of 1995) also triggered the impact assessment
process (NSW Government 2011).
Regional and local environmental plans, such as the Shoalhaven Local
Environmental Plan (1985), the Illawarra Regional Development Plan Number 1
(1986), and the Draft Shoalhaven Rural Local Environmental Plan, also enforced EIA
statutory requirements and prohibitions to grant approval. In this sense, ERM
Mitchell McCotter Pty Ltd, a Sydney based environmental consultancy group, was
hired to prepared the EIA taking 12 months for completion due the strict level of
public consultation required by involved government agencies, such as the
Department of Conservation and Land Management, NSW Fisheries, NPWS, NSW
EPA, as well as the Jerrinja Local Aboriginal Land Council, all of whom suggested
precautionary measures to minimise the impacts on the creek and adjacent
wetlands, and heritage sites (McCotter 1995, see Appendix VI.3).
Key considerations in the creation of the precautionary measures were the
large number of composting toilets required (approximately 14) and the lack of
continuous use of the toilets because the Camp proposed closure between June and
July. In this matter, the Hutchings were advised that disposal of any waste on site
was not permitted because of the proximity to Currambene Creek, which drains into
Jervis Bay Marine Park. However, the NSW Environmental Protection Authority
(EPA) finally accepted the use of composting toilets, but the Hutchings eventually
discounted this as a viable option. To overcome this problem, a pump-out service
provided by a local council contractor has been used to empty the wastewater and
grey water stored in a septic holding tank next to the property entrance on a weekly
basis. In Figure 6.19 I have represented my own analysis of the EIA process
undergone by the Camp based on the analysis of the EIS and responses from the
Camp’s owner and manager.
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Figure 6.19 The Paperbark Camp EIA/SIA process.
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The level of compliance and rigor of each of the stages of the EIA is shown by
arrows. For example, full arrows indicate, from top to bottom, that the development
application and environmental assessment was consistent with the consultation
requirements provided by the above mentioned government authorities. However,
the monitoring process, indicated by a semi-dotted arrow, showed otherwise.
Although this process was performed as indicated within the EIS, no attempt to
provide its methodological basis and quantifying measures was presented within the
EIS. A comprehensive analysis of the issues and constraints in the Camp’s EIS is
presented in section 6.6 (see Table 6.5 and 6.6).
6.4.4 Impacts of the operation
6.4.4.1 Environmental
Visits to the Camp showed that its operation has minimal or no environmental
impacts. The use of alternative technologies and low-energy consumption
behaviours seem to effectively work to avoid negative environmental effects.
The implementation of the water quality monitoring strategy has effectively
controlled any leakage of grey or polluted water into the land or creek, but, will
require effective follow-up to provide reliable data to avoid future problems.
Furthermore, the integrity of the Camp faces another major environmental problem.
A large proportion of the land in which the Camp is built is highly subject to flooding
as it was built within a coastal wetland. Climate change conditions are predicting that
the sea level will rise 50 cm by 2050 (Director of National Parks 2010). Although the
safari tents and restaurant are lifted above ground, the creek’s water level and
flooding capacity are rapidly increasing and therefore, threatening the Camp and the
overall operation of the business, as well as visitor wellbeing in long run.
Furthermore, as explained before, the construction of Camp was planned to
ensure that the surrounding environment was minimally impacted by building
practices and provided natural refuge to local fauna and flora. In this matter, a
comprehensive bird guide has been produced by the Camp for guests to admire
local bird species and reflect on their importance for the local ecosystem (pers. obs.,
2011).
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6.4.4.2 Social
The social impacts of the Camp relate to the benefits the business has created in
terms of job opportunities. For example, with the ‘buying local’ policy, the Camp has
promoted that local business provide fresh produce to the Camp, generating
substantial profits for these businesses. Furthermore, with this policy, the Camp’s
long distance food miles are substantially reduced as products do not require
transport and therefore, minimises petrol consumption and energy consumption for
storage. Some products are not available in the area and are required to be
transported long distances, however these are minimal in comparison with locally
available products (pers. comm., Camp owner and manager 2011). It is important to
highlight that the Camp has obtained Advanced Ecotourism Accreditation from
Ecotourism Australia since the beginning of the operations to ensure that the
infrastructure, services and ecotourism activities comply with national and
international ecotourism standards.
In 2012, the Camp started the advanced accreditation renewal process in
which I participated so the Camp could be certified for the next two years. During this
long and tedious process the Camp manager expressed his disappointment about
complying with this certification scheme, which represents substantial financial
investment to: a) pay for the renewal process, b) acquire new energy efficient
technologies, such as 3-star rated refrigerators, sensor-lighting systems, and water
efficient devices in order to get approval, and c) spend endless hours filling up
checklists that might not even get tested by a representative of the accreditation
organisation, as it was previously argued by the Manager of Royal Coastal Walks
and Bundeena Kayaks (see Chapter 5). Another issue emphasised by the Camp’s
manager was that salaries can substantially impact on the overall profits of the
business and send it broke. This is because complying with working conditions and
employment rights is a significant issue in Australia. Accommodation and other
ecotourism activities, although relatively expensive, contribute very little to the overall
business. Most of the profits come from the daily operation of the restaurant. The
Camp also receives substantial income of money from hiring the Gunyah for
weddings and other group events.
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6.5 Discovery Rangers and mobile ecotourism operations
6.5.1 Description of the study area and the local environment
With a total are of 240,000 ha, Mungo National Park is located in the rangelands of
southwest NSW in an area known as the Willandra Lakes Region (WLR), 110 km
northeast of the Victorian/New South Wales border towns of Mildura/Wentworth and
140 km northwest of the New South Wales town of Balranald. Lake Mungo National
Park was established in 1979 when the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service
(hereafter, NPWS) acquired the 1922 ‘soldier settlement’ block known as Mungo
(see Fig. 6.20). The Willandra Lakes Region, including a portion of Mungo National
Park, was placed on the World Heritage List in 1981 based on its globally significant
archaeological, geomorphological and paleontological values in the understanding of
human evolution and occupation in Australia. The area holds great significance for
three traditional Aboriginal tribal groups, the Paakantyi, the Mutthi Mutthi and the
Ngyiampaa, who are closely involved in the management of the World Heritage
Area, including Mungo National Park (NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service
2006). At the same time, the area provides unique information on the changing
climate and society’s interaction with the environment during the Pleistocene period,
and there is substantial evidence of Aboriginal occupation dating back at least
40,000 years, including a ritual burial site dating back 40,000 years and possibly the
world’s oldest cremation 40,000 years ago. The area also provides information of the
European settlement of the Willandra Lakes Region back in 1850s when huge
pastoral holdings were taken up in the mallee lands of southwest New South Wales
(NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service 2006).
In terms of tourism visitation, the park currently attracts approximately 3540,000 visitors per annum from different places from around Australia (Midgley et al.
1998; NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service 2006). A survey conducted by Ashley
et al. (2003) showed that the park attracts most of its visitors from interstate (35.5%)
and the Melbourne region, however, Sydney is also an important visitor market
contributing 17.8%. Furthermore, most survey respondents (83%) were visiting
Mungo for the first time to see the sights, enjoy nature and the outdoors, learn about
the cultural history of the area, be close to nature, and to learn about native flora and
fauna (NSW National Parks and Wildlife Services, 2006).

170

Chapter 6. Ecotourism Case Studies

Figure 6.20 Mungo National Park Locality map including sections of the Willandra Lakes World Heritage Area (blue). The Walls of China (black) is considered
one of the main geological attractions within the park, however, subjected to heavy tourist use. The park contains large extension of sandplains with species
of mallee (Eucalyptus gracilis, E. Dumosa, E. socialis) among others, Belah (Casuarina pauper) and rosewood communities (Alectryon oleifolius canescens)
that characterise the desert ecosystem (Source: NSW DECCW 2010, DEWHA 2009).
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Moreover, the survey also revealed that visitor numbers have steadily increased over
the past decade (1995 figures were approximately 20-24,000), and are expected to
continue to rise, particularly if proposed developments in the region such as the
EnviroMission Solar Tower and sealing of the Arumpo road from Mildura continue
(Ashley et al. 2003). Visitation occurs the entire year but mostly in the cooler months
from April to October, peaking during school holiday periods (pers. comm., Discovery
Rangers Executive Officer, 2011). Currently, the main access from Mildura,
Wentworth, Balranald and Ivanhoe are two-wheel-drive dry-weather-only roads
without gates or any sort of tourist control check point to the park. These roads to
and within Mungo can be closed for short periods due to torrential rain; however, this
is an infrequent occurrence. There are permanent farmers living within the WHA who
are managing cattle stations and other farming operations.
Activities undertaken within the park include sightseeing, flora/fauna viewing,
photography, self-guided drive tours, bushwalking, camping, guided discovery
activities and commercial tours operations. Discovery activities are guided by
Aboriginal rangers who have been employed by the park administration and provide
services to visitors (Fig. 6.21, D). These services involve the mandatory participation
of a Discovery Ranger in order to access Aboriginal traditional and spiritual sites
such as the Walls of China, otherwise entrance is not permitted. These tours leave
the visitors’ centre in the morning and evening, tourists have to be 30 min early to
participate in the tours.
Commercial tour operators, on the other hand, require an EcoPass to operate
within the park premises on a yearly basis. Moreover, external tour operations are
require to have the presence of a Discovery ranger to access spiritual sites;
however, rangers have no control of the number of guests each external tour
operator brings into the park. An evening adventure and cultural exchange activity
is run by the Discovery Rangers at the visitor centre consisting in an outdoor
educational and informative presentation including a 'Starry Starry Night' where
visitors can learn about the archaeological, environmental and cultural history of the
park. Three different tour operators provide permanent accommodation within the
proximities to Mungo National Park (see Figure 6.22, 6.23 and 6.24).
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Figure 6.21 Attractions and landscapes of Mungo National Park: A) Sign explaining the importance
and how to protect the heritage at Mungo, B) Mungo Visitors Centre, C) One of the main roads
leading to the Walls of China, D) Discovery Ranger playing guitar at the Walls of China, E)
Archaeological site where experts found the footprints of Mungo man, and F) Remains of an old fire
pit (pers. obs., 2012).
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Figure 6.22 Shearers Quarters accommodation. A and B) Outside view of the rooms, C) Barbecue
area, D) Dinning area, E) Inside of the rooms, and F) Self-contained kitchen (Source: www.visitmun
go.com.au/explore, accessed 12-05-2012 and, www.environment.nsw.gov.au/nationalparksAccommodation.aspx
?id=N0049, accessed 12-05-2012).
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Figure 6.23 Mungo Lodge private accommodation: A) Front entrance to the lodge, B) Lobby of the
lodge with fireplace, C) Gift shop and gallery, D) Deluxe Cabin kitchen and dining room and E) Deluxe
cabin bedroom (Source: www.mungolodge.com.au, accessed on 21-08-2012).
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Figure 6.24 Turlee Station Accommodation: A) Reception, B) Wool processing area, C) Bush
bungalow, D) New five star cabin interior, and E) Exterior of the Shearers Quarters (Source:
www.mungolodge.com.au, accessed on 21-08-2012).
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The Shearers' Quarters are located adjacent to the visitors’ centre and are managed
by the local Aboriginal guides hired by the Parks’ administration (see Figure 6.22).
This type of accommodation works as a self service operation where guests bring
their own bed sheets, blankets, and pillows, food and drinks and pay a AUD$10.00
fee to hire the rooms. Local Aboriginal employees make sure that the Quarters are
clean and tidy for guests on their arrival getting a modest payment for such work.
Secondly, the Mungo Lodge is a privately operated ecolodge close to the park
entrance that provides visitors with luxurious type accommodation and first class
catering services (see Fig. 6.23). Prices range from AUD$270-450 per person/per
night. The Lodge has its own landing strip for private flights and uses solar energy to
power the lights and other electrical devices.
Thirdly, Turlee Station provides different types of accommodation (see Fig,
6.24). Camping sites can be hired from AUD$6-25 per adult/per night. Self contained
bush cabins start from AUD$150. Guests can also stay in the Shearers Quarters,
part of the original infrastructure of the sheep station. Prices range from AUD$50-75
per night (pers. obs., 2011).
6.5.2 Structured interviews with tour operators
During my visit to Mungo National Park I had the opportunity to engage in
conversation with some of the park’s management staff who indicated some of the
issues with tourism within the park. In addition, one tour operator was invited to be
interviewed as it was applying for the EcoPass license scheme and could provide
important information about the impact assessment process. For example, the tour
operator stated that it was a family business. Both managers are from the local
community, in this case from the Far Western region of NSW and have a long family
history of living in this region. They are the owners of a business called Discover
Mildura which has been operating for 8 years and recently achieved ecotourism
certification. She and her husband are accredited bus operators and she has done
some transport studies at Monash University, as well as completed one year of a
university science degree.
When I visited Mungo National Park, the tour operator had insufficient
knowledge and little experience in regards to the Eco Pass license process,
accreditation schemes and any potential environmental and social impacts to answer
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my question. However, I maintained contact with her and she later provided her
answers.
In regards to the general planning of the enterprise (questions 1-6), the tour
operator responded that her understanding of ecotourism was related to the integrity
and strong conservation consideration as a major theme for tour/holidays practices.
The tour operator also stated that part of the benefits of developing her
business was related to working with practices and ideals that are part of her nature
while some of the constraints were related to ensure that minimal negative impacts
are produced as a result of these practices. Additionally, when asked about any
alternatives considered besides developing an ecotourism enterprise, the tour
operator responded:
The only alternative was to have ecotourism theme presented in a much subtle way rather
than a main focus (manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012)

The tour operator also responded that the costs of developing the business were
indeed considered:
Costs were essential to operate under rules and licences but considered as a necessity.
These included the Eco Pass, Ecotourism certification, as well as time and resources
(manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012)

The tour operators also stated that government support was investigated, however,
never obtained because it was never available to them. Several types of grants were
studied but none were suitable for them. In terms of the impacts of their activities,
the tour operator responded that that:
Moderate impacts on the environment were thought but as the business has developed, many
more impacts have been noticed. For example, fuel and energy requirements have been
alerted to us (manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012).

In regards to the impact planning process, answers to questions 7-11 revealed some
interesting facts. For example, in terms of acknowledging impact assessment
requirements, the manager/owner of Discovery Mildura commented:
We were not aware of any impact assessment requirements before developing the
business….this business has evolved into the product it is today (manager and owner,
Discover Mildura 2012)
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Accordingly, in relation to receiving assistance to prepare the EIA/SIA for her
business, the manager stressed that:
The environmental & social impact assessment was modelled around templates that were
provided by Ecotourism Australia. But further advice was sought via other credible operators,
tourism bodies (Tourism Mildura) and other professionals who had prepared such information
for their businesses or were employed to do such an activity. The Ecotourism Australia
information was overwhelming at first but when I allowed myself time (this took a while) to
break it down into day to day activities where we can make a difference I found we were
already practicing credible conservation values (manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012).

Similarly, environmental protection and mitigation measures were considered by the
business:
Minimal disturbance to wildlife, staying on tracks marked within national parks and a take-in
and take-out litter policy have been implemented. In addition, reminding all groups about the
sensitivity and fragility of the land is a priority (manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012).

In regards to any monitoring strategy developed in relation to the ecotourism
activities, she stressed that:
Animal surveys are undertaken from each visit to the national park. Basic monitoring of
wildlife and vegetation is also undertaken in each visit and recorded on tour manifests
(manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012)

Finally, her interests and opinion were taken into account during the EIA decisionmaking process:
Yes, Ecotourism Australia noted my comments which directly related to Indigenous
recognised bodies. When completing ecotourism certification there was allowance for
supporting documents and statements and any verbal discussion had with this organisation
(as well as with NSW National Parks and Wildlife Services) were very understanding and
helpful (manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012).

In regards to community participation (questions 12-17) the manager/owner of
Discover Mildura provided very relevant answers that depict her attitude towards
supporting community awareness. For example, when asked about the importance
of having strong community participation, she responded:
For me it is extremely important and is an aspect of our business that I believe we do well,
and hopefully this will lead to success in all aspects of the business. We also believe this is
what our clients demand (manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012).
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Similarly, when asked about how she perceived her business is benefiting the local
community, she stressed:
When and where possible we offer our service at a below normal rate to government
organisations, council, community groups and student groups. Also we believe ourselves to
be appropriate ambassadors for our region in all levels of tourism. It really is a matter of
“doing the right thing” with a lot of common sense as well as open communication channels
with all parties that your business has an association with. Our business has most certainly
evolved over the last few years and activities have been further expanded and fine-tuned to
really take into account our certification and consideration that the impact that our operations
may have. We find that our clients are very supportive and understanding of these values and
to have clients come away with the idea that they have indeed experienced a “special place”
when we visit Mungo is our true reward (manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012).

Preserving cultural traditions and customs of the local community through her
business also showed positive consideration:
Absolutely! Preserving Indigenous values is an extremely and highly regarded part of our
business. Also important to put in perspective other histories of new people to the land, what
they did, how and why, so that a holistic story of the region is shared (manager and owner,
Discover Mildura 2012)

The questions regarding the sustainable development of the operation (questions
18-22) provided some interesting facts. For example, when asked if her effort reflects
the income she receives:
No, not really, tourism as an industry in this area, is, I believe on a slight downhill gradient.
We, my husband and I, are committed to and love what we do; otherwise you would not
remain in this business for a long time (manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012).

Similarly, she responded that the total income received from the business is just
enough to fulfil her living needs. She continued saying that her costs in vehicle
maintenance have proven to be a major issues but she and her husband had just
made a commitment to purchasing a new vehicle they believe will make a major
difference in their operations.
It was very interesting to learn about the expenses required to operate their
business. These included vehicle maintenance (repayment, fuel and general office
costs), marketing and advertisement (printing brochures and web design), and
accountancy fees, memberships and licences, as well as car and operation
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insurances.
However, when asked about what are benefits to the local environment the
business has provided, she expressed concern and pride about their job in this
regard:
We have made small improvements by litter removal from the sites we visit. We have also
alerted the public about their non-compliance when they enter an area with restricted access,
and trying to educate other tourism organisations (mainly accommodation) about the limitation
of visitation (manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012)

Accordingly, when asked how her business has made improvement to the economic
and social conditions of the local community, she stressed:
We have always tried to support and give additional fund to community groups and also offer
them support to not only ensure their product remains viable but to reward and thank them for
their time (often volunteers) (manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012).

Finally, in terms of improving the quality of their operation, she explains that a couple
of things could be done:
We believe that condensing our operations to specific day tour experiences will only improve
our availability of our services. Meaning the charter of our bus will cease to operate after 12
months (manager and owner, Discover Mildura 2012).

6.5.3 EIS/SIS review
As explained in Chapter 5 by the representative of the DECCW Tourism and
Partnership Brand (2011), tourism developments within NSW National Parks are
often small scale and mobile operations and do not require a comprehensive EIS.
Large scale tourism infrastructure developments which are usually undertaken by the
NPWS staff could require an IA in the form of a Review of Environmental Factors
(REF) or a Conservation Risk Assessment (CRA) to comply with environmental
assessment provision under the NP&W Act 1974. For these procedures, the NPWS
acts as the proponent and consent authority for any IA. There are also those
developments/activities designated for the maintenance of existing infrastructure.
These include rehabilitation of camping, picnic and resting areas, renovations of
toilets and changing rooms, cleaning of walking tracks and lookouts, as well as
protection of aboriginal spiritual heritage. Amenities built to aid and inform tourists
such as visitor centres are also undertaken by the parks’ authority to provide tourists
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with information and educational material about the park’s biodiversity, Aboriginal
heritage and conservation strategies. Such works usually have been planned and
often do not require an EIA or any other form of assessment unless they are
considered to significantly impact on the integrity of the ecosystems.
The Discovery program has been designed by the NPWS to provide visitors
with the expertise of guides or Discovery Rangers. These rangers are usually from
Aboriginal heritage as the program seeks to promote their involvement in the
protected

area

management

and

generate

employment

opportunities

for

marginalised communities (pers. comm., Discovery Ranger’s Executive Officer,
2011). Alternatively, external commercial tourism enterprises are required to apply for
an Eco Pass to operate within the park premises. As part of the Eco Pass
accreditation process, tour operators are obliged to present a CRA or REF to ensure
that their activities and, if necessary, their required infrastructure, have the minimum
environmental and heritage impact. Within these assessments, tour operators have
to show that a real attempt has been made to identify, mitigate and monitor potential
effects through the implementation of appropriate measures.
It is important to stress that, due to unknown reasons, none of the contacted
tour operators working inside the park provided me with a copy of their impact
statement, therefore, all of IA procedures presented in this section have been
extrapolated from the general EIA process established by the NPWS and from
descriptive assumptions originating from my interviews with representatives of the
DECCW-NPWS Tourism and Partnership branch. An outline of the IA process
undergone by the DECCW and NPWS is presented in Fig. 6.25 to guide the reader
in identifying current areas of constraint in this process for external tour operations at
Mungo National Park. Full arrows are used to depict a strong EIA stage while dashed
arrows are used to illustrate a weak or incomplete stage requiring improvement.
One of the potential issues observed in the analysis of this process is that no
independent and external panel is assigned for minor or large scale infrastructure
developments when the NPWS is the proponent. If this is the case, one section of
NPWS acts as proponent and another section acts as the assessment authority.
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Figure 6.25 Discovery Rangers and Discovery Mildura EIA process flowchart.
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Finally, another important consideration is that for minor jobs, where the NPWS is
the proponent, the Minister of Environment and the Director General are the
determining authority and the lack of impartiality in this situation can potentially
create a subjective decision to approve projects without substantial EIA/SIA
considerations (Howitt 2005).
6.5.4 Impacts from the operation
6.5.4.1 Environmental
The operation of the Discovery Rangers per se does not pose any threat to the
integrity of the environmental components of Mungo National Park. These activities,
on the contrary, have been envisaged to educate visitors about the environmental
history of the park, as well as the cultural importance that several places within the
area have to the past and present Aboriginal communities. The Discovery Ranger’s
Executive Officer explains that emu hunting is regularly practiced by locals outside of
the park’s boundaries. This activity, he explains, has been inherited by new
generations of Aborigines to keep alive an important tradition of natural resource use
that is worth preserving (pers. comm., Discovery Ranger Executive Officer, 2011). A
comprehensive analysis of emu populations has not, however, been performed to
confirm this claim and therefore, emu protection and management could be
substantially effected by these practices.
Extensive tourist visitations and uncontrolled access to touristic sites such as
the Walls of China, has increased dune erosion and habitat loss, although
informative signs have been installed close to the entrance to these sites. This was a
recurrent issue during my visit to Mungo National Park where access to these areas
is not efficiently enforced by the park authority (pers. obs., 2011).
6.5.4.2 Social
According to park officials, one of the main problems with tourist operations within
the park is the lack of control over the tourists entering the park. In this regard, the
Park administration has stated that it does not have the means and funding to
establish check points or any other control measures to identify who is a tourist and
who is a resident. Although, visitors are encouraged to stop at the park’s office in
Buronga and register before entering the Park, no enforcement registration
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procedures for tourists are in place and visitors often have neglected it and often
drive straight to the park’s main attractions, disregarding the warning signs (pers.
comm., Discovery Ranger Executive Officer, 2011). This is also difficult to address
because there are four main roads entering the area from four different access
points (Ivanhoe, Mildura, Pooncarie and Wentworth) and there are no mechanisms
to monitor these avenues.
Another issue stressed by the Discovery Ranger Executive Officer was that
Aboriginal rangers, although hired by the park administration, do not always comply
with time frames or simply do not appear to take visitors to the sites where tourist
can only access with an Aboriginal ranger. The cause of this behaviour is that
Discovery rangers live ‘in another time frame’ which do not often concurs with the
Western perception of working responsibilities and is isolated from our perception of
time and space (Adams et al. 2008).

6.6 Chapter summary
The analysis of the case studies showed that ecotourism activities seem to be
aligned with the principles of ecotourism presented in Chapter 2, although each of
them has a different idea of what ecotourism should be. Their infrastructure is
permitted within the areas where they operate as they are also aligned with the
protected areas plans of management and any other LEP or SEPPs under the
current environmental protection legislation of each country. Answers from the
structured interviews, however, showed that the initial planning and EIA/SIA process,
although it substantially overlooked important considerations about potential impacts,
was partially effective in addressing some components of the operation.
Firstly, the analysis of the La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary has demonstrated
that critical gaps in the initial planning and assessment process could have severe
consequences for the success of the enterprise. Economically speaking, the current
tequio model, although it has been a mechanism for active community involvement,
is not as efficient as it was originally envisaged or in comparison with other financial
models to achieve financial revenue. It was expected that the Sanctuary would be
able to sustain the operation with the owned profits, however, the lack of a business
strategy and fluctuation in the ecotourism market within the region have shown that
their activities do not provide a point of difference from other mass tourism ventures
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and do not attract high numbers of tourists. Consequently, the socio-economic
conditions of the tour operators have not been enhanced through this model
because they cannot compete against mass tourism activities. At the same time,
although the Sanctuary experiences many financial difficulties, its work has proven to
be one of the most important and successful ecotourism operations within the region
and served as a platform to inform and educate visitors about the importance and
benefits of ecotourism.
Secondly, the analysis of the Ecolodge has demonstrated that private
enterprises have more control over the profits they earn due to effective business
and marketing strategies. The Ecolodge has proven to be successful in terms of
catering for the tourism market of the Yucatan Peninsula providing a wider range of
tourism activities as it caters for clients who can afford much higher prices for the
luxurious conditions they offer. Its contribution to the conservation and protection of
the RCBR, however, remains unclear, although large expanses of its area have been
left untouched. Similar to the Sanctuary, the opportunity of influencing schools and a
young generation of local inhabitants adds important value to its operation.
Thirdly, the analysis of the Paperbark Camp has revealed that an inclusive
and participatory consultation process has helped to gather the opinion and
expertise of different government and local experts in the planning for the best
development alternative. This in turn has provided adequate impact assessment
requirements and development restrictions that have allowed the Camp to control
and prevent important environmental impacts such as site disturbance and pollution
of the Currambene Creek. This analysis has also shown that their comprehensive
environmental and heritage education activity is very important to enhance the
natural and cultural values of the entire Jervis Bay area and has also become a
platform to support other ecotourism operators like Galamban.
Fourthly, the analysis of the Discovery Rangers and commercial tourism
operation has revealed some facts about how guided tour operations and external
mobile tourism enterprises operate within protected areas. For example, these
enterprises are not subjected to the use of permanent infrastructure to operate;
therefore, their IA process is substantially less demanding and relegated to the use
of check lists as part of the current permit and licence system under the Eco Pass.
For this to be effective, however, such activities are assumed to be small scale and
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include any analysis of the damage to the environment and society where they are
performed. These commercial operations, however, could produce much bigger
impact if periodical on-site supervision is not enforced.
Fifth, the EIS review has revealed that similar issues in the identification,
prevention and evaluation of potential impacts exist in all four case studies (see
Tables 6.4 and 6.5). The methods of impact assessment, the compliance with
relevant environmental planning legislation, the implementation of mitigation and
prevention measures, as well as the concurrency with government protection and
conservation programs has been poorly addressed suggesting that EIA consultants
vary in quality and expertise. In addition the EIS review has also shown that post-EIA
monitoring and follow-up mechanisms could have served to identify and mitigate
current environmental and social impacts of the enterprises by providing appropriate
mechanisms to adapt and revaluate on-going ecotourism activities.
Finally, the lack of SIA procedures in each of the case studies has overlooked
potential socio-cultural impacts that might occur in the local community where the
businesses operate. Furthermore, the EIS review has demonstrated that, although
an EIA is essential to gain development approval and to establish a mechanism to
deal with the potential impacts, the prevention and control of these greatly depends
on the willingness to implement ethical and responsible practices during the
operation of the businesses.
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Table 6.4 Analysis of the quality of the Environmental Impact Statements (Phases 1, 2, 3 and 4) based on Harvey and Clark’s checklist EIS
review (2012).
EIS Phases
Enterprise
The
Sanctuary

33

Information gathering and
project description
Use of relevant
information to establish
the background and
historical context of the
area and ecotourism
operation.
Outline of the significance
of the project in terms of
the benefits it can provide
for the area and the
community
Adequate presentation of
environmental, socioeconomic and
demographic components
of the region but with no
correlation to the project
site
No indication of exploring
alternatives to the
proposed development.

Links to relevant legislation and
planning instruments
Broad connection to national
environmental and development
programs.
No connections to local or
regional environmental policies or
plans related to the project.

Description of impacts
Environmental components such
as: a) physical (soil, hydrology and
water quality) and b) biological and
ecological (terrestrial vegetation
and fauna, aquatic fauna,
ecosystem), Socio-economic
components such as: employment
opportunities, life quality
improvement, social organization,
recreation value, benefits for local
economy and landscape values are
presented
However, there has been no
attempt to evaluate the impacts of
the project over any of the socioeconomic components described
above.

Impact assessment methods
Different techniques to identify
and assess potential impacts
based on the stages of the
project and the environmental
and socio-economic elements
potentially affected has been
used: a) checklists to identify
environmental elements
subjected to impacts, b)
interaction matrices (Leopold) to
identify the cause-effect
relationship between variables
using the CPHS (1990)33
manual, and c) expert’s opinions
to classify, mark and assess
potential environment impacts
No attempt has been made to
explain the impact assessment
methods used to evaluate the
social impacts (only a
description of potential socioeconomic benefits has been
included)
No cultural or ethical
considerations about the
implications and responsibilities
of becoming tour operators

Manual Básico de Evaluación de Impacto al Ambiente y la Salud de Proyectos de Desarrollo (Basic Manual for Environmental and Health Impact
Assessment for Development Projects)
188

Chapter 6. Ecotourism Case Studies

The
Ecolodge

Use relevant information to
establish the background and
historical context of the area,
outlining the reasons why to
establish the project and
explaining the environmental,
socio-economic and
demographic components of
the project which will have a
potential impact.
Alternatives explored within
the initial project EIA in
regards to the location of the
proposed development but not
in terms development type.

The
Camp

Use relevant in information to
establish the background and
historical context of the area,
outlining the reasons why to
establish the project and
explaining the environmental,
socio-economic and
demographic components of
the project which will have a
potential impact.
Lack of development
alternatives as the project was
specifically design as an
ecotourism business.

Thoroughly connects with
national and state
environmental legislation, state
development policies and local
protected areas plans of
management to indicate the
observation of environmental
protection requirements and
explain the relevance of the
proposed development in the
overall protection of the area.

Thoroughly made links with
national and state environmental
legislation and policies.
Clear reference to state
development policies and
protected areas plans of
management to indicate the
environmental protection
requirements and to explain the
relevance of the proposed
development for the area.

Description of potential impacts on
the environmental components with
adequate reference to the project
site: a) physical (soil, hydrology and
water quality) and b) biological and
ecological (terrestrial vegetation and
fauna, aquatic fauna, ecosystem),
and socio-economic components:
employment opportunities, life
quality improvement, social
organization, recreation value,
benefits for local economy and
landscape values
No attempt has been made to
assess any of the socio-economic or
cultural impacts of the project
Suitable description of the biophysical and environmental
components potentially affected
(geology and soils, hydrology and
water quality, flora and fauna)
Average description of socio-cultural
components potentially affected
(planning framework , socioeconomic assessment, traffic
impacts, visual impacts, services
and utilities, archaeology and
heritage)

Use of matrices to assess
the magnitude of the
impacts. However no
attempt to explain the
methods for quantifying the
magnitude was made.
Use of the Relative
Importance Coefficient to
calculate the percentage of
negative and positive
impacts but no attempt was
made to explain its
effectiveness or
functionality in assessing
impacts in comparison with
other methods.
No attempt to specify the
environmental or the social
impact assessment
methods used in the
assessment.
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Table 6.5 Analysis of the quality of the Environmental Impact Statements (Phases 5, 6 and 7) based on Harvey and Clark’s checklist EIS
review (2012).
EIA Phases
Enterprise
The
Sanctuary

The
Ecolodge

Design of preventive and mitigation
measures
Description of preventive, control,
compensation and mitigation
measures have been included.
No attempt was made to provide
reasons for selecting such
measures in comparison with
others.
Measures to control and prevent
air, noise and ground water
pollution, soil structure, native
vegetation, and environmental
sanitary quality.
No attempt was made to provide
reasons for selecting such
measures in comparison with
others

EIA report and review
The EIS was never submitted for assessment
and approval; however it uses technical and
concise language to describe the sections in
which the report is divided.
Sections with irrelevant information for the
project

Monitoring, Follow-up and adaptive management
strategies
General environmental monitoring strategies to
follow-up the indicated mitigation measures
proposed have been included.
However, no indicators, periodicity or methods
have been indicated to evaluate the scientific

Two EIS were submitted, one for the initial
Environmental monitoring proposed but no
development application and a second one for
specific methods of assessment or the variables
the upgrade and additional infrastructure
to be monitored.
construction.
The report uses concise and technical
language to describe the section in which the
report is divided; however, there are sections
with irrelevant information for the proposal.
Concise
Use of technical language
The Camp
Not specified
Submission of EIS with a thorough
Water quality assessment and monitoring
explanation of the aims and objectives of the
program presented enlisting the stages in which
development proposal using concise and
effluent water will be monitored, however, no
colloquial language, however, a clear section
specific methods of assessment or the variables
with the assessment method is not provided
to be monitored are presented
Source: Self-elaboration from the analysis of each case study EIS using the parameter proposed by Harvey and Clark 2012.

190

Chapter 7. Comparative analysis of the case studies and overall thesis discussion

Chapter 7 Comparative analysis of the case studies and overall
thesis discussion
7.1 Introduction
This section discusses the research findings presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 in the
context of the case studies analysed in this study. This chapter is divided into six
sections. Section 7.2 discusses the existing theoretical, legislative and policy gaps in
the IA governance frameworks and ecotourism, and how these have affected their
role in protected areas management. Section 7.3 reflects on the role of
environmental governance and the issues referred to by the ecotourism planning and
impact assessment experts in the context of the four case studies. Section 7.4
discusses the benefits and constraints of the four case ecotourism studies on each of
the protected areas. Section 7.5 discusses the issues observed during the analysis
of the case studies EISs. Finally, section 7.6 reflects on the issues and limitations
experienced during this research.

7.2 Between the theory and practice: what ecotourism really is in
practice?
It important to re-emphasize that the aim of this study was not to explore the best
definition of ecotourism but to analyse the on-ground impact assessment process for
this activity in Australia and Mexico. To achieve this, a comprehensive review of
secondary sources was undertaken to analyse what has been considered as
ecotourism and how IA procedures have been developed to address its potential
impacts. In relation to this, results have shown that the lack of a consistent definition
of the term and the vague understanding of its theoretical principles has affected its
practice, hence, often influencing the planning and assessment of its components.
A series of contested discourses exists in regards to the practical benefits and
constraints of ecotourism as it has been advocated by different stakeholders under
different development goals. For example, some have argued that ecotourism has to
promote the socio-economic development of the host communities with emphasis on
the business side of the operation. Others consider that ecotourism has to contribute
to environmental and heritage conservation, while yet others believe that such a
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balance cannot be reached as business and conservation do not usually mix
(Ceballos-Lascurain 1986; Wall 1994; Gilbert 1998; Buckley 1998 and Honey 2008).
At the same time, however, some have challenged the effectiveness of
ecotourism as a sustainable development strategy in terms of its theoretical
rationale, borne from discourses of modernisation, sustainability and technological
improvements. Some writers have argued that ecotourism has only spread the
Western and technocratic conceptualization of development in which financial and
conservation goals have been driven by political interests often separated from the
social and cultural dimensions of society rather than by the holistic notion of
sustainability (Wall 1997; Barkin 2003; Brenner and Job 2006, Azcárate 2006; Pardo
2008; Tazim and Stronza 2009). This discourse can be clearly observed within official
government documents, legislative instruments and current planning policies in
which the indiscriminate use of ecotourism-like concepts have shaped the nature of
the tourism operations. Within these documents, it can also be observed that the
traditional mass tourism model has been simply masked by socioeconomic
development, the use of green technologies, waste reduction and consumption
policies but practically speaking, no substantial changes have been made towards
ensuring the adoption of more sustainable and responsible tourism practices (i.e. not
resulted in an ideological shift). In addition, eco-certification schemes have provided
the perfect system to mask traditional mass tourism practices under the flag of
conservation and best practice principles (Buckley 2009). This discourse, however,
has often served as a marketing strategy to increase visitor numbers and business
profits without making any real changes from traditional mass tourism practices
(Honey 2008).
In this sense, this study concurs with Pardo (2008) who has argued that,
although tourism policies in Mexico, and more generally in developing countries,
have used the sustainable development discourse for promoting alternative forms of
tourism activities, practice has shown otherwise. There is no doubt that the tourism
sector has experienced a substantial growth in the last two decades in terms of the
number of ecotourism enterprises due to institutional lobbying and the lack of
alternative development policies. These enterprises however, are often constituted
under a traditional mass tourism model. For example, ecotourism operations have
been limited to accommodation in cabañas like the Sanctuary, food and health
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services like the Camp and the Ecolodge, and bus rides and ‘window tourism’ 34 as
seen in external tourism operations such as Discover Mildura.
In addition, private and rural ecotourism businesses have adopted a different
conceptualization of ecotourism in terms of the size and magnitude of the enterprise,
as well as in the internal organization, administration and management. The
understanding of the financial components has allowed businesses to partially
manage the operation but balancing both financial and conservation objectives have
proven difficult to achieve because of the management capacities of tour operators.
This inequality has been noted within the analysis of the EIS in each of the case
studies where there is a tendency to focus on the environmental rather than the
social components of the enterprises. The service provided by the Discovery
Rangers is susceptible to last minute changes due to their potential absence
because taking a group of tourists into their secret sites does not represent an
important and profitable activity in comparison to avoiding traditional spiritual sites.
Similarly, the service provided by the Camp has been focused on hiring the Gunyah
restaurant for weddings and other group events perhaps because the luxurious
accommodation sector has become more popular among tourists to the Jervis Bay
area.
Moreover, ecotourism impact assessments have failed to become the
sustainable development instruments they are supposed to be, because they often
focus on evaluating the environmental impacts of the tourism infrastructure and
rarely address any of the socio-cultural impacts derived from the tourism operation.
This mentality has often contributed to the exclusion and/or avoidance of the
integration of local knowledge and customs into the services provided by tour
operators, hence indirectly impacting on the social structure of the local community
(Palerm and Aceves 2004). The adoption of the core principles of ecotourism and the
implementation of sustainable practices rely on both the outcomes of the IA process
and the ethos of tour operators. After analysing the theoretical principles and
objectives of what is considered today as ecotourism by different authors, there is no
doubt that each of the case studies presented in this study has included some of

34

With this term I describe tourism operations that are experienced through the window of a car, bus
or any other means of transportation in which the actual nature based experienced is virtually
achieved.
193

Chapter 7. Comparative analysis of the case studies and overall thesis discussion

these principles. In practice however, this study has found that such principles have
only been partially addressed. Table 7.1 outlines the positive and negative outcomes
of the EIA/SIA process and highlights some of the constraints in the understanding of
the principles of ecotourism within each case study to relate the initial planning and
assessment of the enterprises to the practical outcomes of this process.
Some of these core principles, however, have been achieved in practice not
because of the outcomes of the EIA/SIA process but due to the environmental
consciousness and willingness of tour operators. For example, the execution and
implementation of conservation-oriented strategies within all the case studies have
been partially addressed. These businesses, however, have received substantial
support from external parties which has served to gain recognition from local
environmental authorities, financial institutions, NGOs and some local community
members. Such recognition has served to generate financial support from
government and private organisations and pursue capacity building and experience
exchange programs between other regional enterprises, allowing the businesses to
increase their importance at the regional scale (pers. comm., Ecotourism Officer
RHCO 2010).
At the same time, conservation and environmental education outcomes have
been substantially addressed within each of the case studies. For example, the
construction of two walking tracks by the Ecolodge within its well preserved jungle
areas has served to increase visitors’ awareness of the environmental value of the
area and has been complemented by environmental information available within
brochures located in each cabin (pers. comm., Ecolodge manager 2010 and 2011).
Similarly, turtle protection activities within the Ecolodge have attracted the interest of
local primary schools and local organisations to educate students about the
importance of preserving the biodiversity of the area. The bush regeneration strategy,
although mandatory to gain development consent, has become a priority for the
Camp in its campaign to ensure the longevity of the surrounding environment.
This strategy has helped to restrict access to significant areas where exotic
weeds, representing a threat to the local biodiversity, can be controlled and removed.
Furthermore, the promotion of the educational and interpretative activities lead by an
Aboriginal tour operator has served to increase the awareness of cultural and
heritage values of the area among visitors to the Camp, and in the same fashion,
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within the tours provided by the Discovery Rangers and Discover Mildura. These
operations within Mungo National Park have helped to increase the environmental
and heritage value of the area.
In terms of financial sustainability and life quality improvement, this study has
found that these components have been partially achieved and businesses are still
not 100% successful in terms of obtaining economic benefits of their operation. The
Sanctuary is financially unsustainable, not only because of seasonal availability
characterised by low visitor numbers, or the lack of attractive ecotourism activities,
but most importantly, because of the lack of management and operational skills that
could allow profit increase by providing a better ecotourism experience. The
Ecolodge, although catering for a different type of ecotourist, has also experienced
seasonal fluctuations in tourist numbers and its financial revenue is not sufficient to
sustain the entire operation, although the quality of the service is outstanding.
Similarly, the Camp experiences seasonal closure limiting its tourist availability and
therefore, demonstrates some financial constraints. The closure of the Camp during
the winter months has impacted the revenue stream needed to maintain and operate
the business.
Finally, it is important to highlight that balancing conservation and financial
goals should be carefully taken into consideration during the EIA/SIA process
ensuring that these are consistent with local conservation and development policies.
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Table 7.1 Positive and negative outcomes of the EIA/SIA procedures and ecotourism principles and practices in the case studies
Case studies
Outcomes
Ecotourism
principles
and
practices

The Sanctuary
Positive
Negative
Ad hoc
Poorly
education and
understood
interpretation
Not financially
strategies
sustainable
Deficient
conservation
strategies

EIA
procedures

Awareness of
the need to
protect natural
resources
(Olive Ridley
Turtle and the
surrounding
ecosystem)

Poorly executed
Management does
not reflect EIA
outcomes
No monitoring,
prevention or
follow-up
measures
Poor scientific
base knowledge
Justification tool

SIA
procedures

Sense of
ownership and
protection of
local knowledge
More job
opportunities

Poor relation with
EIA components
No monitoring or
follow-up
strategies
Deficient
management and
operations skills
No financial
analysis

The Ecolodge
Positive
Negative
Advanced
Ambiguous
education and
No essential
interpretation
changes from
strategies
mass tourism
Financially
sustainable but
not through
ecotourism
practices
Awareness of
Sloppy
environmental
Minimal
protection of the
monitoring or
surrounding
follow-up (water
environment
quality
and biodiversity
measures)
Poor scientific
base
knowledge
Justification
tool
Partnerships
with other
businesses
More job
opportunities

Poor or lack of
information
about potential
social impacts
No monitoring,
prevention or
follow-up
measures
No SIA as
defined in this
study

The Camp
Positive
Negative
Environmental
Still driven by
and cultural
profit motives
education of the
Not financially
local Aboriginal
supported by
communities
ecotourism
(external tour
activities
operators)

The Rangers/Discover Mildura
Positive
Negative
Ad hoc
Limited to litter
Interpretation
reduction, no
and education
extraction policies
initiatives

Consistent with
legislative
guidelines
Adequate public
consultation

Poor monitoring
Partnerships with
external tour
operators,
however, their
impacts have not
been monitored
Justification tool

Minimal EIA
but consistent
with the NSW
OE&H
guidelines

Buying local
policy
Use of certified
and sustainable
products

Socio-economic
assessment but
no real
considerations for
socio-cultural
impacts
No SIA as defined
in this study

Socioeconomic
characteristic
observed

Limited to a
checklist evaluation
of potential impacts
No comprehensive
assessment
because of the type
size of the
infrastructure
EIA requirements
for mobile
operations are
minimal
Limited to a
checklist evaluation
of potential socioeconomic impacts.
No comprehensive
assessment
because of the type
and size of the
infrastructure
SIA requirements
for mobile
operations are
minimal
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Ecotourism enterprises should be assessed under more strict EIA/SIA guidelines to
ensure the conservation and protection components are consistent with PA
objectives. Consequently, this will affect how impact assessment procedures are
performed as these procedures vary depending on the type, magnitude and cost of
the development. All four businesses have also put into practice the principle of
sustainability, to a certain extent, in terms of promoting responsible practices through
their activities, making sure that their operational practices have a minimal impact
over the environment and maximising the positive impacts for the local community
through engagement and inclusion. This, however, has not been easy to achieve for
the Sanctuary or the Discovery Rangers which are still struggling to maintain their
operations with low incomes, scarce government support and the lack of operational
and administration skills, which are diminishing their long term success.
In comparison, the Camp and the Ecolodge have built a successful operation
by promoting their activities and services to a more eccentric and educated market
offering more luxurious and first class services. However, none have engaged in any
conservation activity besides making sure that the environment in which they operate
is not degraded by their activities. This study has revealed that these components
could have been identified during the EIA process to substantially reduce the current
financial pressures that businesses are experiencing by establishing effective
financial partnerships with the relevant government institutions.

7.3 Environmental

governance

and

policy:

understanding

the

constraints in EIA/SIA for ecotourism
The effectiveness of EIA/SIA procedures relies on a governance framework that, on
the one hand, is able to provide appropriate impact assessment requirements and,
on the other hand, is able to regulate and control their compliance. This study,
however, has found that the Mexican and NSW EIA/SIA systems of governance
experience several problems that affect their effectiveness in the practical arena.
In Mexico for example, the LGEEPA 1988 and its Regulation 2000, although
including requirements to perform an EIA for commercial tour operation within areas
of high environmental significance (Art. 30, LGEEPA 1998, and Art. 14 REIA 2000,
see Appendix III, Table 10.4), have not provided any considerations of social
variables that could be potentially affected by a development proposal. In the EIA
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guidelines prepared by the SEMARNAT for the tourism sector (2002), the social
component of the EIA has been reduced to assessing the socio-economic
characteristics of the community mostly based on demographic (e.g. population
dynamics, migration patterns and level of education) rather than socio-cultural
indicators (e.g. natural resources use patterns, social traditions and project
acceptance) to understand how a development proposal could affect the
community’s social structure. This last set of indicators plays a more significant role
in the assessment of potential impacts because they can predict critical changes in
social beliefs and living patterns which directly influence their relationship with the
surrounding environment, hence potentially destabilising community structure in the
long run (Howitt 2005; Vanclay 2006; Eccleston 2011). This is clearly attributed to the
practice of approaching societal and environmental impacts as separate components
demonstrating the often lack of understanding of the idea of sustainability within the
governance framework.
Furthermore, this study agrees with Bojorques-Tapia and Garcia (1998) who
argued that impact control measures are still overlooked due to the poor application
of scientific based knowledge and the lack of consultant’s expertise to identify and
assess potential impacts. This poses a challenge for future generations of
consultants who must understand that these two components are interrelated and
need to be analysed as a whole on the basis that both affect the state of each other.
This study has also shown that the concepts of monitoring and follow-up are missing
from any definition of IA within the EIA/SIA legislation, as well as any indication of
any scientific methodologies used to elaborate such strategies within Mexican
government guidelines.
In the context of ecotourism, the first approach to address the development of
ecotourism enterprises was presented by the SEMARNAT through the introduction of
the NMX-AA-133-SCFI-2006 legislation as seen in Chapter 4. This legislation clearly
provides legal requirements for the establishment of ecotourism operations based on
national and international development standards. These requirements are closely
aligned with the aims and objectives of the LGEEPA setting a statutory framework to
address appropriate considerations in regards to codes of conduct for visitor use,
building codes and architectural design, energy efficient devices, tourism building
capacity, solid waste management, and wildlife protection strategies. Perhaps it is
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not the legislation objective to provide these impact assessment requirements, but it
should be linked to them through specific guidelines and methodologies stipulated in
law or other regulatory procedures. Additionally, this legislation does not attempt to
include requirements for impact planning and management, or monitoring and followup strategies (Cámara de Diputados del Honorable Congreso de la Union 1988).
Moreover, although this legislation explicitly mentions the need to consider
and measure potential social impacts, it does not provide any social impact
assessment guidelines for proponents to follow. In this regards, the CDI has
developed a draft instrument to monitor the development of ecotourism projects
within Indigenous communities. In this instrument, social and cultural indicators have
been developed to: a) evaluate the ecotourism potential of Indigenous organisations,
b) monitor the success of ecotourism enterprises with the analysis of government
subsidies and how effective these are in the implementation of tourism businesses,
and c) follow-up established ecotourism ventures to ensure their permanency and
sustainability. Mexico, in perspective, has a long way to go to adopt an appropriate
system of environmental governance that can effectively address environmental
problems because the majority of the population is concentrating on fulfilling their
basic needs.
In Australia by comparison, the notion of socio-economic growth includes
economic and environmental priorities within development policies, implying the
acceptance of both nature and economy as an inter-related system. The NSW EP&A
Act 1979 has provided effective environmental governance practices integrating
society’s needs in the planning process. During its origins in the late 1970s,
considerations on the quality of the environment gave the green light to implement a
regulatory framework to control development proposals and ensure the protection of
the natural environment (NSW Government 1979). The NSW planning system, built
around the EP&A Act 1979, was considered one of the best and most effective
planning frameworks in Australia, providing suitable planning tools to prevent
potential environmental impacts through the active promotion of community
participation in the decision-making process. The 2005 amendments to the Act
however, distanced the role of community and made the decision-making process
highly complex and full of ‘red tape’ statutory restrictions. These changes were
thought to provide local and state governments with greater control over
199

Chapter 7. Comparative analysis of the case studies and overall thesis discussion

infrastructure developments but with less community involvement in the decisionmaking process (EDO 2011). The establishment of local EPIs and regional SEPPs
provides this level of control over development proposals around NSW, emphasising
the observance of regulatory requirements and guidelines in the development of
potential areas for development. However, the process is still highly bureaucratic and
complex, which has led the NSW DoP&I to revise and promote a ‘straightforward and
simple’ planning framework with an easy and simplified development assessment
process (NSW Government 2012b, p.2).
Amendments to other Acts have also occurred to tighten up the assessment
process. The introduction of the new sets of sustainability assessment criteria into
the NP&W Act 1974 promised a second level of statutory protection for tourism
proposals in national parks, however, my perception is that these criteria will not
address a bigger problem, which is, the clear objective from the NSW Government to
double visitor numbers in the next 10 years. It seems that government development
policies have also focused on achieving financial goals rather than environmental
conservation and have affected the balance between social and environmental
needs through corrupted practices but at higher spheres of governments. In other
words, corruptive malpractices still arise but at higher levels of government where
these can be effectively covered by the provision of other social benefits and
services to maintain a social welfare state. For example, marginal groups such as the
Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders live in third-world conditions locked
within a first world society, a paradox that has deserved substantial attention but still
has not been resolved (Howitt 2010). Under these considerations, the capacity of
each country to undertake sustainable practices and sufficiently adopt an adequate
framework for environmental governance depends on how the relationship between
the environment and the socio-economic components of society has been
understood. These considerations are difficult to avoid when comparing both
developed and developing countries under the notion of socio-economic growth and
its capacity to overcome environmental problems. It is clear that the development
and application of new technologies, the rethinking of political and legal systems, and
the adoption of responsible and sustainability practices will improve how we
understand and relate with the environment. Effectively understanding these
considerations however, requires substantial education and promotion.
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The NSW planning system has more control over processes and decisions by
promoting active community involvement, environmental consciousness, and
transparency among stakeholders. The Mexican planning system, however, has
been shown to have little control over such processes at local or state levels,
demonstrating that participation and decision-making among stakeholders is not
equal and easily corrupted by political interests, even though has the goals and
objectives as the NSW system. These considerations must be taken into account
when comparing the background of EIA and SIA legislation for each country because
this will dictate the rationale involved in the making of effective regulations according
to country-specific environmental and social development priorities. This tendency
has been observed within both the Sanctuary and the Ecolodge because the aim of
both enterprises has always been the generation of profits and to a lesser extent, the
conservation of the environment. In this regard, this study concurs with some of the
ecotourism and impact assessment experts who have argued that the role of IA
procedures has been disappointing as they have neglected or overlooked the ethical,
social and cultural principles embedded in ecotourism (pers. comm., Consultation
and Planning Directorate, CDI 2010; Environmental Risk and Assessment Office,
SMA 2010).
Therefore, this study demonstrates that the comparison of impact assessment
procedures for ecotourism between Mexico and NSW has helped to understand the
issues and constraints that undermine their on-ground effectiveness. This
comparison suggest that Mexican impact assessment procedures should enforce
more rigorous methods of public consultations and follow-up mechanisms and
include the ongoing involvement of a representative of the determining authority and
the EIA/SIA consultant to effectively address all the components of the development
approval process. However, there is still a long way to go to adopt an appropriate
system of environmental governance that can effectively address environmental
problems due to the lack of other basic living needs.

7.4 Ecotourism impacts in protected areas: lessons learned from case
studies
Each of the four case studies is located within or near a diverse natural and rich
cultural landscape or protected area where natural attractions bring visitors to
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experience and learn about the environmental and cultural assets that each site has
to offer.
On the one hand, this study has shown that the role of tourism operations as
effective contributors to heritage conservation goals and promoters of both
environmental responsibility and ethical behaviours through their practice is highly
encouraged within the four park management plans, regional development and
conservation strategies and local, environmental planning instruments and policies
(Ashley et al. 2003; NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service 2006; NSW
Department of Environment Climate Change and Water 2008). However, the results
of this study have also shown that each ecotourism operation needs to be carefully
managed to prevent future impacts through constant capacity building, park
management support and further on-site academic research. In this sense,
partnerships between different sectors of the society in protected area management
could play an important role in achieving the goals of the four operations as has been
argued by Buckley (2002a). Although many issues diminish tour operators’ capacities
to deal with such complex enterprises (e.g. the lack of managing and administrative
strategies), they seem proactive in engaging in practices to increase their
management capacities relying on preserving the natural environment to increase
the value of their activities.
For example, even though most of the Sanctuary members have no proper
education and the majority do not know how to read or write, their sense of
ownership is far greater than their actual operation skills allowing them to work hard
towards maintaining their business and the integrity of the protected area. Although
the level of education and understanding of the business is crucial to successfully
operate, moral and ethical behaviours are more relevant to attain responsible
management practices. To a certain extent, all four enterprises have developed
appealing and adequate environmental education activities to provide tourists with
appropriate knowledge about the local environment and how each business is
minimising their ecological footprint. There is still however, a significant focus on the
business side of each enterprise, as they need substantial profits to operate and to
allow tour operators to enhance their quality of life. For example, all the case study
operations experience seasonal tourist fluctuations that have a negative impact on
the overall profits of the business but not on the integrity of the protected area. In the
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case of the La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary, this problem is accentuated by the lack of
alternative ecotourism activities differing from those being advertised a few
kilometres south in places like Ventanilla or Mazunte, two popular places for turtle
watching and canoeing.
The tequio economic model, although it has proven to provide a sense of
community and the means to work as a group providing some income to members, is
not enough to actually promote a real change in the lifestyle of the members of the
Sanctuary. The lack of an effective business plan and a market strategy is seriously
impacting the operation of the business and will require further research to improve
their advertisement and promotion mechanisms.
On the other hand, cases like the Ecolodge and the Camp that have more
elaborate and complex business plans and market strategies are also struggling to
obtain substantial profits from their operations due to seasonal tourist number
fluctuations. It is my perception that financial constraints have made these two
enterprises move away from being ecotourism ventures, expending more money into
providing luxurious services and comfortable accommodation rather than promoting
effective conservation practices. The Ecolodge, for example, is diversifying their
services and activities into a more VIP type of resort and the ecotourism principles
are slowly fading away, not because of the lack of ethical appreciation towards the
environment but because of the need for substantial profits. In comparison, the
Camp is losing important income by closing down for three months of the year and it
is clearly more focused on providing a catering service and a venue for special
events rather than engaging in the conservation of the area where ecotourism
activities are mostly performed far away from the Camp.
It is clear that the adoption of impact assessment procedures has increased
the level of subjectivity applied in the evaluation of EIS/SIS; as the guidelines only list
the components each assessment should include but not which methods should be
used to analyse them. This substantial gap in the practice of the EIA/SIA leads to
subjectivity in the assessment of key environmental and social components of the
proposals and how to balance them to achieve a better management of the protected
area. This process then is (highly) subject to misinterpretation, potentially corrupt and
deficient, lacking sound social and scientific knowledge, and often lead by political
rather than environmental protection interests. Finally, these guidelines do not
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provide effective standards for the analysis of social factors to evaluate the
relationship between the local community and the environment to provide sound
management and impact assessment practices.
One of the issues undermining the effective implementation of ecotourism and
the assessment of its impacts is the lack of understanding of its core principles and
the lack of a consistent definition. Although ecotourism has been greatly promoted by
governments for the maintenance of natural protected areas and their biodiversity
conservation, the review of official government documents has shown that
ecotourism within protected areas has been promoted as if it was another form of
mass tourism (Eagles et al. 2002; CONANP 2007; Task Force on Tourism and
National Parks 2008). For example, official sustainable tourism strategies for
protected areas are still focused on addressing financial indicators (i.e. amount of
money expended/per night at the tourism destination, number of tourists visiting a
particular national park, number of jobs created from tourism activities) rather than
enforcing environmental conservation practices.
The focus on these indicators, therefore, has hindered the effective
management of these PAs, e.g. limited financial resources to implement appropriate
conservation strategies, limited number of personnel to fulfil conservation tasks,
limited research on bush regeneration strategies, species protection and fire control
programs. Consequently, this tendency has reinforced the need to increase visitor
numbers as a primary strategy to boost financial revenue and therefore achieve
management objectives. This strategy has paid little attention to any impact
prevention or mitigation strategy based on sound scientific/social knowledge. The
Australia’s National Landscapes strategy (2005), produced by the Australian
Government in collaboration with Tourism Australia clearly highlights the need to
increase funding towards effectively maintaining national parks using the revenue
from tourist visitation, emphasising the need for partnerships between governments
and the tourism sector as a mechanism to enhance conservation outcomes and
revenue to adequately administer natural protected areas.
Similarly, the Estrategia Nacional para el Desarrollo de un Turismo
Sustentable y la Recreación en Areas Naturales Protegidas 35 (CONANP 2007),

35

Protected Areas Sustainable Tourism and Recreation National Strategy
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stresses the need to ensure appropriate funding to alleviate poverty through
increasing visitation and the generation of tourism businesses within areas of high
environmental and heritage significance. It also stresses the need to increase
institutional synergies between different sectors of the government to guarantee
active socio-economic development of the local communities who use and live within
or adjacent to national parks. The strategy also stresses the need to improve
biodiversity conservation through the effective application of government programs
such as PRODERS and PETS. Official records, however, have estimated that
between 2007-2012 more than MX$100 million was invested to support indigenous
and other tourism enterprises within national parks. About 75% of these subsidies
were spent on supporting the formation of micro and community enterprises in terms
of tourism infrastructure while the other 25% was used to provide capacity building
for effectively running their businesses. These proportions show that more financial
support has been allocated to providing infrastructure (also known as ‘white
elephants’) in comparison to that given to increase the skills and capacity of tour
operators. Furthermore, this document, although it exhorts tourism activities to
minimise potential impacts on the natural and cultural environment and therefore,
become more sustainable, does not provide any conceptual framework on how to
achieve sustainable tourism practices. Most importantly, this strategy recommends
that community based tourism proposals in protected areas should be the exempt
from presenting an EIA (s. 8.1.2 (2) (2) (8), CONANP 2007, p. 28). The strategy also
highlights that the preparation of an EIS is mandatory for all tour operators wishing to
apply for concessions, licenses and permits (s. 8.1.3 (2) (2), CONANP 2007, p. 32).
This ambiguity in the guidelines clearly shows some discrepancies in the application
of IAs for commercial tour operations within protected areas.
Documents such as the New South Wales Task Force on Tourism and
National Parks (2008) produced by the NSW government and the Monitoring
Instrument for Ecotourism Projects in Indigenous Communities (2006) produced by
the National Commission for the Development of Indigenous Communities (CDI),
have emphasised the need to allocate funding and resources, as well as building
appropriate partnerships, for the better planning, management and maintenance of
tourism enterprises as drivers for socio-economic development in protected areas.
These documents clearly define the mechanism to identify opportunities and
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constraints of the tourism sector within protected areas and indigenous communities
with the use of scientific and social base indicators. Capacity building, however, often
avoids promoting traditional natural resources use with modern practices of
environmental and heritage management and usually focuses on the administrative
and financial aspects of the business. This approach neglects the cultural attributes
of indigenous communities and imposes a Western concept of priorities and success
that clashes with traditional beliefs of communal societies.
Finally, the introduction of partnerships between the tourism industry, national
parks, landholders, academic institutions and other tour operators with the purpose
of increasing biodiversity protection and conservation through adequate tourism
proposals, has become evident within the NSW and Mexican context (Buckley
2002b, 2004b; CONANP 2007). These partnerships have the potential to serve as
important mechanisms to improve the planning and management of tourism
enterprises within national parks and prevent potential impacts. Each ecotourism
enterprise in this study should, therefore, seek the opportunity to engaged with
different government and academic institutions to receive support regarding
conservation oriented and impact prevention decisions and with other tour operators
to exchange experiences in order to plan for future impacts (Barkin 2003; Brenner
and Jobs 2006; Buckley 2004b; Figgis and Bushell 2007). Current partnerships,
however, are often focused on addressing capital investment and revenue priorities
(e.g. tourism operation incentives for the promotion, advertisement and marketing of
the natural and cultural landscapes), advertising the beauty and majesty of such
places to increase tourist visitation, rather than encouraging visitors to understand
what the impacts of their activities are and how tourists can minimise these impacts
through responsible practices.
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7.5 The analysis of EIA/SIA procedures
This study has also found that EIA/SIA procedures in the context of ecotourism
become effective when these procedures are framed under a strict regulatory system
that values transparency and public consultation, as well as effective synergies
between different sectors of the society. This study found that the scientific and social
based knowledge applied to the prediction of potential impacts and subsequent
presentation of mitigation measures was poorly used to frame the effects each case
study would have in the long run, and therefore, agrees with the findings of
Bojorques-Tapia and Garcia (1998) and Warnken and Buckley (1998). This lack of
integration was most likely due to the expertise level of the EIA consultants. It was
also affected by the unwillingness to provide a high quality service which is often due
to the lack of adequate funding, time constraints and other external factors that
undermine the rigour in which potential impacts are assessed.
This study also shows that the application of responsible and sustainable
practices resides not only in IA regulatory outcomes and enforcing operational
standards but in the tour operator’s knowledge, ethical behaviour and willingness to
adopt and modify unsustainable practices, hence, increasing the quality of the
services within the business. Through the implementation of EIA/SIA procedures, the
level of education and environmental awareness of tour operators is crucial to
increasing their management skills as it will be translated in the planning and
operation of the enterprise. Clearly, advanced education and capacity building,
especially in Indigenous operated businesses, is desperately required to increase
operator knowledge and enhance their enterprises. This capacity building, however,
has to be inclusive and relevant to tour operator needs while valuing the intrinsic
knowledge they have in regards to the surrounding environment as argued by Adams
(in press). This study has revealed that EIA/SIA procedures for the Mexican and
NSW case studies have shown little concern for these components. EIA/SIAs in
practice are still not providing an effective way to increase environmental awareness,
nor the means to tackle environmental and cultural conservation, as they still do not
articulate which management practices are appropriate according to the type and
scale of the businesses. Furthermore, EIA/SIAs are still far from being the initially
established systematic instrument envisaged within the US NEPA 1969 because the
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global development discourse is still inclined towards promoting the economic values
of the projects with little or no consideration of the environmental and socio-cultural
values which are essential in ecotourism activities.
Furthermore, the role of nongovernmental organizations in providing capacity
building and skills assessment strategies during the IA process has often been seen
as paternalistic, characterised by imposing a Western approach to development. The
constant reaffirmation of the sustainable development principles among tour
operators and staff, the creation of responsible marketing and advertisement
strategies, the periodic update of learning and assessment techniques, and the
diversification of ecotourism activities, have to be promoted as part of the role of
governments in achieving sustainable development outcomes. It is important to
highlight that all four enterprises have achieved an adequate level of comfort within
their facilities and appropriate environmental interpretation booklets have been
produced to provide tourists with enriched learning experiences about the local
environment, and how each business is working towards minimising their impact on
the environment. Particularly worth noting is the work done by Galamban within the
Camp which thoroughly tackles the interpretation and education principle of
ecotourism. But booklets, however, are not enough. Personal interaction with
conservation through environmental education activities is essential to increase the
level of awareness among visitors, particularly within the Ecolodge and the
Sanctuary.
This comparative analysis showed that NSW impact assessment procedures
are rigorously enforced by local and state environmental planning instruments but the
complexity of the planning legislation often reduces their effectiveness because it
does not clearly enforce which impact assessment methods should be undertaken by
project proponents. This situation could be improved by introducing an EIA/SIA
certification scheme to ensure that the quality of the work provided by consultants is
aligned with the aim and objectives of the planning instruments and the interests of
the proponents. This accreditation scheme should be also implemented within the
Mexican and NSW impact assessment framework to increase the quality of the work
provided by EIA/SIA consultants and to ensure that ecotourism proposals meet the
environmental and heritage conservation goals stipulated within the local and state
environmental planning instruments and legislation. However, as discussed in
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Chapter 5, Accreditation for EIA/SIA consultants has not been a government priority
in both countries where the EIA/SIA legislation and policies have literally expressed
that anyone, from individuals to organisations, are permitted to perform any type of IA
procedures with the only condition that they use best practice principles in their
assessment, however, there are no current specific checklist or methodologies to
assess the expertise of the IA consultant or the quality of the best practice principles
for IA. In this sense, these findings concur with the recommendations proposed
within the new Green Paper launched by the NSW Government (2012a) which
acknowledged this issue and promoted the generation of an IA accreditation
mechanism to certify EIA consultants based on their expertise and results.
Finally, this study observed differences and similarities between the Mexican
and NSW EIA process showing that the public consultation process has relatively
more importance under the NSW systems while EIA follow-up and monitoring
process are often poorly address in both frameworks, as well the use of relevant
scientific information in the preparation of the EIA as it is presented in Table 7.2. This
table uses a colour scheme to represent the observed difference and similarities in
the EIA stages based on the analysis of ecotourism impact assessment in both
countries and how thoroughly these stages where undertaken.
Table 7.2 Summary of EIA/SIA procedures for ecotourism: Differences and similarities
between Mexico and Australia
EIA Stage
Mexico
NSW
Evidence
See Chapter 5 (sections 5.3 and 5.4)
EIA Screening and
and 6 (sections 6.2.3, 6.3.3, 6.4.3,
Scoping
and 6.5.3)
Preparation of the
See Chapter 4 (section 4.3.2 and
EIA/SIA
4.4.2) and 5 (section 5.3 and 5.4)
EIA/SIA exhibition public
See Chapter 4 (sections 4.3.2 and
consultation
4.42) and 5 (sections 5.3 and 5.4)
See Chapter 4 (sections 4.3.2 and
EIA/SIA submission
4.42) and 5 (sections 5.3 and 5.4)
EIA/SIA assessment by
See Chapter 4 (sections 4.3.2 and
determining authority
4.42) and 5 (sections 5.3 and 5.4)
See Chapter 5 (sections 5.3 and 5.4)
EIA/SIA approval
and 6 (sections 6.2.3, 6.3.3, 6.4.3,
and 6.5.3)
See Chapter 5 (sections 5.3 and 5.4)
EIA/SIA follow-up and
and 6 (sections 6.2.3, 6.3.3, 6.4.3,
monitoring
and 6.5.3)
Thoroughly undertaken
Partially undertaken
Not undertaken
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7.6 Cross-cultural challenges in case study comparison
This study faced some important cross-cultural challenges that are worth noting.
These were mainly related to being an insider in one society and outsider in the other
which required the adoption and learning of certain cultural behaviours and practices.
7.6.1 Limitations with data collection
Some of the limitations related to the cross-cultural approach envisaged in this
investigation. For example, structured interviews with tour operators required
modifications to the original structured questions to unify the concepts under scrutiny.
Interviewing tour operators in English and Spanish showed that some of the
concepts within the questions had different meanings, although I thought they could
be used interchangeably. The clearest example was the concept of “project”, a term
generally used to refer to the planning and initial stage of a development proposal.
Although never expected, Australian tour operators showed different understanding
of this term within the context of the interview questions. Questions such as what
benefits and constraints did you consider before developing your project? And what
impacts of ecotourism were you aware of prior to commencing your project?, aimed
to make tour operators reflect on their initial planning and assessment process and
on the environmental and social considerations taken into account before their
proposal could be implemented. In this regards, a tour operator working at Mungo
National Park did not understand what I was referring too by stressing:
I am confused, what project is the question referring to? (Tri State Safaris 2011)

Although the connotation of project within these questions was explained, this tour
operator decided not to participate and provide information for this study. In this
sense, this investigation had to overcome cross-cultural barriers to make sure that
the information received from the tour operators was consistent with the questions
asked. This involved familiarising with colloquial expressions and adopting specific
attitudes to fit into the Australian context, especially when engaging with Aboriginal
people. My previous experience with interviewing Aboriginal elders from the La
Perouse Aboriginal Land Council showed me that my conceptualisation of the world
and life processes are different from those of the Aboriginal people and therefore, I
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had to be aware of these while engaging in conversation with the Discovery Rangers
executive officer at Mungo National Park.
In contrast, engaging with tour operators in Mexico did not represent a big
challenge, but it did require adopting a more open and humble approach when
interviewing Indigenous/rural tour operators from the Sanctuary. In terms of the
concept of project, this word has been widely understood in the context of
development proposals in their early planning stages; therefore, no major issues
were encountered. However, an effort had to be made to understand the sociocultural and economic context in which the Sanctuary members have been living and
operating in order to carefully choose which questions to ask without sounding
pretentious and consequently, losing their confidence and trust.
7.6.2 Limitations with the data analysis
The process of data analysis produced some difficult and complex challenges. On
the one hand, the analysis of Australian and Mexican environmental legislation and
policies challenged my understanding of the use of the legislative language, of which
I had little experience in the past. My knowledge of the English language was critical
in this regard but restrictions in vocabulary and grammatical expressions represented
an important constraint. For example, terms such as ‘designated’ ‘complying’ and
‘exempt’ or even simple concepts such as ‘development’ or ‘activity’ utilised in the
description of development types within the different IA modalities under the EP&A
Act 1979, were hard to comprehend because the legislation uses references to other
sections of the Act to define these terms instead of providing a specific definition of
the terms (see Chapter 4, section 4.4.1.2). In addition, in conversation with some
experts in Australian environmental law interviewed at the beginning of this study,
this issue was also confirmed (pers. comm., Andrew Kelly, UOW 2010). The analysis
of the Mexican legislation, although written in Spanish, also represented a challenge
because of the lack of definition of some of the terms, such as ‘development’ and
‘activity’ within the LGEEPA 1988, which from my perspective, is a critical point in
understanding which EIA requirements developers need to address (see Chapter 4,
section 4.3.1).
During the analysis of the semi-structured interviews with ecotourism planning
and impact assessment experts a certain degree of complexity and challenge was
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encountered. For example, in some cases, answers required higher concentration
and two or three rounds of repetition as the particular slang of some of the Australian
participants increased the level of difficulty in understanding what they were referring
to and occasionally more than five listenings to their recordings were needed to
capture the important sections. Similarly, the process of translating Spanish
interviews into English to homogenise the information was a time consuming task as
Spanish requires more words than English to describe the same idea and the order
of the words is often interchangeable so a different meaning can be easily
misinterpreted. Semi-structured interviews helped to elucidate the issues and
constraints in the use of EIA/SIA procedures for ecotourism. The number of
responses clearly showed the variety of problems affecting the implementation of
ecotourism EIA/SIAs has to do with the conceptualization and planning of such
projects. The interviewees, however, did not provide adequate information about how
to resolve these issues from an academic or government perspective, although
substantial effort was undertaken from the interviewer to identify the gaps and
possible solutions to improve the practice of EIA/SIA.
Finally, the interview methods were based on standard methodologies where
the number of interviews is less relevant than the quality of the information provided;
this is what it makes the interviews an effective method of information gathering (Hay
2005). This study, however, stresses that more interviews with ecotourism and
impact assessment experts could have been conducted to clarify, more specifically,
the issues that exist in the practice of ecotourism EIA/SIAs as most answers from
participants referred to broader issues in the effectiveness of EIA/SIAs in both
countries. The interviews with tour operators, on the other hand, revealed important
information about the issues in the initial EIA/SIA process. Questions designed to
analyse these processes and understand tour operator’s attitudes and knowledge
about ecotourism and EIA/SIA procedures proved effective and revealed the existing
gaps in understanding ecotourism and acknowledging the impacts of the operations
(see Chapter 3).
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Chapter 8 Conclusions and Recommendations
8.1 Introduction
Ecotourism has grown rapidly in comparison with other sectors of the tourism
industry. Although it is not particular to protected areas, it remains an important
commercial activity within these areas and highly promoted by governments and
other conservation oriented institutions to finance operational and management
activities. Its accelerated growth has been boosted by recognising that traditional
mass tourism has significantly contributed to environmental deterioration and has the
capacity to degrade socio-cultural values through inequitable and unfair working
relationships within the tourism destinations. This accelerated growth has also been
influenced by the increasing number of environmentally aware tourists who prefer
more conservation-oriented and educational activities, as well as valuable learning
experiences. These learning experiences are enhanced by knowing that their
economic contribution will increase the quality of life of the local inhabitants and
promote natural resources conservation in these areas while enhancing their vision
of the world.
At the same time, environmental legislation and policies have often
substantially contributed to regulate tourism practices by constraining certain
development behaviours that threaten environmental and heritage conservation
strategies through impact assessment procedures which have become relevant tools
to prevent, mitigate and, to a certain extent, stop environmental degradation as a
consequence of unplanned tourism practices. In turn, tour operators have frequently
and carefully advertised, market, manage and responsibly operate businesses in
order to comply with environmental standards set within development policies.
In practice however, this is not often the general trend and a great number of
alternative tourism businesses are yet to adopt these standards in their operations
showing that many are using the tag ‘eco’ as a cover for traditional mass tourism
practices, caring little about the impacts of their operations. This study has found that
this is often due to the lack of understanding of what it is defined as ecotourism
within the environmental legislation and policies and also because of the complexity
of impact assessment procedures. Therefore, environmental impact assessments
today are still failing to work as they were originally envisaged because they have
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been rarely enforced in practice, especially in the case of conservation-oriented
activities, such as ecotourism operations within protected areas.

8.2 Conclusions
In regards to fulfilling the aim and objectives presented in section 1.3, this study
concludes that, based on the four case studies, EIA and SIA produced for the
Mexican and NSW ecotourism enterprises served as bureaucratic mechanisms
for development consent and not as impact prediction instruments to prevent
potential negative effects of the operations. This issue represents a major
constraint in the actual IA framework of both countries where SIA guidelines and
standards for any development project, including ecotourism, are completely missing
from all environmental legislation and policies, thereby often overlooking important
effects on the cultural integrity of both tour operators and the local community at the
tourism destinations. Although current EIA frameworks do provide regulatory
considerations for proponents to observe potential socio-economic impacts, these
considerations are focused on economic and financial indicators, rather than
addressing important ethical and behavioural considerations particularly in the
context of Indigenous/Aboriginal enterprises. The lack of such guidelines and
standards, and the reduction of social impacts to merely the analysis of the socioeconomic variables, is causes to the deficiencies in the assessment of ecotourism
impacts. In this sense, one of the benefits of this comparative analysis was to identify
that current IA legislative requirements in Mexico and NSW for ecotourism do not
exist or are not explicit and clear enough to provide adequate mechanisms to assess
the intrinsic environmental and socio-cultural factors existing at the tourism
destinations.
Secondly, in regards to the identification and evaluation of the issues and
constraints that undermine the practice of EIA/SIA procedures and their
success in meeting their claimed goals, this study concludes that part of the lack
of effectiveness of these instruments was the use of irrelevant scientific and social
based information in identifying potential impacts by the EIA/SIA consultants. Based
on the analysis of the four case studies EIS, this was another important cause
leading to underestimating potential environmental and social impacts of the
operation. Financial and time constraints within which EIA/SIA consultants operate,
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especially considering that longer and more rigorous period of analysis are required
to assess potential environmental impacts, and ethical methods of analysis must be
considered when evaluating potential socio-cultural impacts at the tourism
destinations. These issues are perhaps the most important cause of the deficiency in
the application of IA for ecotourism. Biological processes are not constraint by
bureaucratic or political agendas. They are a continuum of processes requiring that
reflect seasonality and climate changes, therefore, IAs have to considered biological
inter and interrelationships.

In this matter, another benefit of this comparative

analysis was to emphasise that to increase the quality and effectiveness of IA
procedures, relevant and rigorous scientific and social data has to be gathered by
experienced consultants to achieve consistent and reliable impact predictions.
Thirdly, this study concludes that several gaps have undermined the
quality and effectiveness of the EIA/SIA procedures in addressing potential
environmental and social impacts within the four case studies. For example,
this study has revealed that the information used to identify and assess potential
impacts was mostly out of date and often irrelevant for analysing important on-site
impacts of the four ecotourism operations. For example, the impacts on the overall
La Escobilla community as a result of engaging in ecotourism activities without
appropriate management and operating skills, or the lack of commitment from the
Discovery Rangers to engage in guiding activities because of socio-cultural
constraints which where underestimated during the EIA consultation and decisionmaking process.
Fourthly, the evaluation of the current operation and management of the
four case studies has shown that, although no major environmental impacts were
observed during the visits to the project sites due to the magnitude of the operations,
the planning and assessment done by the EIA/SIA consultants could have been
substantially improved if a greater willingness to identify intrinsic impacts was
promoted by proponents’ request resulting in a better understanding of the guiding
principles of ecotourism and its practical constraints. Results show, however, that
proponents could not enforce more rigorous work from the consultants because they
had no clear idea of what ecotourism involved, or what impacts could be observed,
hence, another cause of the impacts of ecotourism was the lack of understanding
from tour operators about the potential impacts of ecotourism. Finally, results also
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show that each of the ecotourism operations analysed in this study was in line with
the principles of ecotourism outlined in Chapter 2, however, further work needs to be
undertaken to adequately enhance their quality of life and effectively contribute
environmental conservation of the areas in which the operate, as this former goal it is
not envisaged by tour operators due to financial limitation and lack of adequate
partnerships.

8.3 Recommendations
According to the issues identified in the application of EIA and SIAs for the four case
studies, the following recommendations are made to improve the successful
operation of future ecotourism projects in terms of: a) establishing better prevention,
mitigation and control of potential environmental and social impacts, b) increase
empowerment of local inhabitants through ownership and cultural identity, and c)
understanding and adoption of effective sustainable development practices. These
recommendations are divided in three levels: a) recommendations for future
research, b) actions to improve the role of regulatory agencies, and c) actions to
enhance tour operator skills for adequate ecotourism management.
8.3.1 Recommendations for future research
These recommendations represent future research to improve the quality of impact
assessment

procedures

for

conservation-oriented

activities

based

on

the

comparative analysis of the four case studies.
Firstly, to increase the effectiveness of ecotourism EIA/SIA, research has to
focus on identifying alternative methods to evaluate, at the initial planning stages of
the development proposals, which environmental and socio-cultural factors could be
potentially impacted in strict collaboration with ecotourism proponents, consultants
and government authorities. These factors include heritage values and traditions,
present and past spiritual mythologies, language barriers, and gender relationships.
These methods should also aim to carefully include any form of traditional knowledge
derived from Indigenous/Aboriginal experiences about natural resource use and
environmental protection to adequately balance environmental conservation and
heritage protection priorities.
Secondly, research should also focus on improving the EIA/SIA community
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consultation process to make sure that public involvement of all stakeholders in the
decision-making process is conducted under realistic time frames, financial priorities,
and a careful assessment of tour operator skills and management capacities.
Thirdly, research needs to focus on developing mechanisms for improving
effective partnerships between project proponents, government agencies, academic
institutions and non-for-profit organisations for the development of infrastructure,
transportation, goods and services, management skills and conservation programs to
ensure that neither the environmental nor the social factors are at risk during the
implementation and operation of ecotourism initiatives.
Fourthly, research needs to focus on producing sound scientific and social
based knowledge about environmental variables such, biodiversity and ecological
interrelationships, water catchment and watershed components, species richness
and abundance, as well as species protection mechanisms based on biological
seasonality, reproductive cycles and climate conditions, especially in rapidly climate
changing world.

Social variables, such as governance system, customs and

traditions, religious views, heritage and community aspirations, need to be carefully
reviewed before any decision can be made about granting development consent. An
interdisciplinary approach, including social and environmental scientists should be
envisaged to fully assess the implications of developing a project will have for the
environmental and social components of a particular site.
8.3.2 Actions to enhance the role of regulatory agencies
It is my perception that the development approval process, particularly NSW, is led
by gaining operation licenses and permits, as well as appropriate ecotourism
accreditation. To me, this seems to be the main priority required from regulatory
agencies (among the bureaucratic and administrative requirements), more than
acknowledging the social and environmental impacts of development proposals.
EIA/SIAs were created however, not to prevent human developments, but to control
and minimise their impacts. The governmental and bureaucratic political systems
designed to control and enforce the application of impact assessment procedures,
should therefore, give preference to understanding and predicting environmental and
socio-cultural impacts rather than achieving development consent. Money and time
constraints should not speed up decisions that favour the approval process without
217

Chapter 8. Conclusions and Recommendations

the observance of important social, cultural and environmental variables that are
relevant to the endurance of cultural values and traditions of tour operators.
Secondly, regulatory agencies should produce appropriate and specific public
consultation guidelines according to the type of the development envisaged to make
sure that proponents provide their point of view about the potential impacts of a
proposed development and how these could be prevented and minimised. These
consultation guidelines should be produced in different languages and include
translation charts (in the case of Indigenous/Aboriginal communities) to increase the
transparency of the consultation process and avoid potential misunderstanding of the
legislative requirements enforced by the regulatory agency. In addition, public
consultation periods should be based on the magnitude and type of the development
proposal, as well as on the number of potential impacts identified in order to ensure
the participation of all affected stakeholders (i.e. community members, business
proponents, NGO representatives, regulatory agencies and EIA/SIA consultants) and
external ecotourism planning and assessment experts (i.e. environmental and social
researchers). Current public consultation periods are too short to allow all
stakeholders to provide their opinions and arguments for/against the development
project. Public participation guidelines should include the following detailed
information about:
Consultation requirements, including ethical mechanisms to engage with tour
operators,

government

authorities,

academic

institutions

and

NGOs

representatives should be enforced to maximise the quality and thoroughness
of the information within the EIA/SIAs; and
Consultation guidelines should be accessible to project proponents through
the assessing/determining authorities’ website, consultation meetings and
through experienced EIA/SIA personnel involved in lobbying community
involvement, particularly within remote areas with high Indigenous/Aboriginal
populations.
Thirdly, federal and state government programs designed to promote biodiversity and
heritage conservation, natural resource management and sustainable development
projects within PAs should increase their financial support to provide capacity
building for local community projects particularly if these are envisaged by
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Indigenous/Aboriginal proponents based on the following guidelines:
Any form of community organisation, from urban to indigenous, should be
entitled to apply for financial support on the basis of their capacity to deliver
the program and the organisation objectives in compliance with federal and
state legislation requirements;
Federal, state and local ecotourism strategies should promote a consistent
definition of ecotourism based on the core principles of this activity to avoid
any misinterpretation of the magnitude and type of the development;
Tourism strategies within PAs should enforce the observance of EIA/SIA
requirements established under the relevant policies and legislation, and any
other planning and assessment instruments, such as SWOT analysis, Limit of
Acceptable

Change,

Cost-benefit

analysis,

to

promote

substantial

multidisciplinary work between environmental and social researchers in
synergy with government institution and the tourism industry;
Ecotourism should be understood as a conservation-oriented activity that
involves travelling to significant environmental and heritage sites with the
purpose of increasing conservation outcomes, enhancing the quality of life of
the host communities and promoting sustainable development practices
among tour operators, and,
Adequate support to Aboriginal/Indigenous communities living within protected
areas should be a priority within national, state and local tourism strategies.
8.3.3 Actions to enhance tour operator’s management skills
To enhance tour operator management capacities, this study provides the following
recommendations:
Education enhancement. Allocated funds to increase the level of education of
tour operators and their skills should be granted under a collaborative scheme
between relevant government agencies, academic institutions and non-for
profit organizations. This collaborative scheme will have the purpose of
identifying the weaknesses/strengths, as well as the potential impacts,
benefits and constraints of the proposed ecotourism activity;
Formation of enterprises. The establishment of the corporate structure of the
enterprises (i.e. vision, mission, goal and objectives) in accordance with the
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business plan and marketing strategies should be envisaged in collaboration
between business owners, tour operators, ecotourism and IA experts, and the
regulatory agencies, to identify the type and magnitude of the enterprise
according to the tour operator’s management skills. Identifying possible
development alternatives to the existing proposals should be also fully
assessed prior to any decision making. This will help to balance environmental
and social priorities; and,
Capacity building. Tour operators should pursue capacity building programs to
enhance their management, operation and administration skills, as well as to
gain sufficient knowledge about how to perform any monitoring and follow up
strategies for any of the predicted negative and positive impacts. Capacity
building programs, however, should be provided free of charge as part of
government development projects within areas of high environmental and
heritage significance, and should enforce the observance of traditional aspects
of the host communities to enhance their recognition as traditional owners.
Finally, this study recognises that the existing gaps and constraints of current IA
frameworks in Australia and Mexico will not be automatically corrected by enhancing
the research on alternative ways of impact prediction and assessment, or through the
production of better and more accurate scientific and social knowledge to be used in
the assessment of potential environmental and socio-cultural impacts. This study
also recognises that complex barriers at different levels of government are slowing
the adoption of more sustainable and responsible development practices. An
interdisciplinary approach to development within developed and developing countries
is needed to efficiently achieve environmental management and conservation
objectives through the implementation of conservation-oriented activities like
ecotourism.
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Appendix I Questions prepared for the semi-structured interviews
Interviews with ecotourism and impact assessment experts involved open questions
to discuss the existing practical issues in the assessment, planning and management
of ecotourism projects. These issues were previously identified during the literature
review but modified according to the problems observed within country’s specific
literature such as: a) common issues in the use EIA and SIA procedure that affect the
assessment of environmental and social impacts of ecotourism, b) the issues in the
planning of tourism operations within protected areas, c) the practical constraints
that exist in the performance of EIA and SIA in a broader context and d) the
effectiveness of the environmental planning legislations to address the impacts of
ecotourism.
Table AI.1 Primary questions used in the semi structured interviews with ecotourism and
impact assessment experts.
Questions
1. In your opinion, what are the constraints with ecotourism planning and assessment?
2. What are the most significant environmental and social impacts of ecotourism?
3. Are interinstitutional agreements between government agencies effective to support local
ecotourism initiatives?
4. Does the current environmental legislation and policies provide clear guidelines for the
preparation of environmental impact assessments
5. What are the issues undermining EIA methodologies in identifying potential impacts of ecotourism
developments?
6. In your experiences, how would you describe the quality of the environmental impact statements
for ecotourism?
7. How would you qualify the effectiveness of current impact assessment methodologies in
addressing the impacts of ecotourism?
8. What are the issues affecting the management of ecotourism operations?
9. Would you consider important the need for impact assessment accreditation?
10. In your opinion, how could the current EIA framework be improved?

240

Appendixes

Appendix II Questions prepared for the structured interviews
Structure interviews were prepared for tour operators as a method to identify the
gaps each of the case studies experienced during their initial planning and impact
assessment process. This served to compare the issues assessed during the
EIA/SIA process with the practical outcomes observed when field work was
performed.
Table AII.1 Questions used in the structured interviews to tour operators
Num Question
Section A. Ecotourism Planning
1. Prior commencing your business what did you know about ecotourism? Please provide details of
your knowledge about the meaning of ecotourism.
2. What benefits and constraints did you consider before developing your business? Please explain
3. What other alternatives were considered before developing your business? Please specify
4. Were the costs of developing your business considered prior commencing? Please specify
5. Did you seek any government support to build your business? If yes, from which sections of
government? Please specify.
6. What impacts of ecotourism were you aware of prior commencing your business?
Section B. Impact Planning
7. What Environmental and Social Impact Assessment (EIA and SIA) requirements were you aware
of before developing your business? Please specify.
8. Did you receive any assistance or advice for developing the EIA/SIA for your business? Please
provide details of the process (i.e., time invested, consultation process, authorities involved)
9. What environmental protection and mitigation measures were considered regarding the impacts of
your business? Please specify if any of these measures have been implemented.
10. Was a monitoring strategy developed relating to the activities of your business? Please provide
details of any strategies implemented.
11. During the EIA/SIA decision-making process, was your opinion taking into consideration?
Section C. Community Participation
12. How important is for you to have a strong community participation? Please specify
13. How do you perceive that your business is benefiting the community? Please provide details.
14. Do you consider it important to preserve cultural traditions and customs? Please specify why is
important.
15. Do you work full-time or part-time in the project?
16. Do any members of your family work in your business? If yes, please provide details
17. Are you from the local community where the business is been operated? Please specify
Section D. Sustainable Development
18. Does your net income reflect the effort you contribute to the project activities? Please provide
details
19. Does the total income you receive from your project provide enough to fulfil your living needs?
Please specify
20. What are the expenses required to manage your project? Please specify
21. Has the project improved the environmental conditions of the area where you live in? Please
provide details.
22. Has the project improved the economic and social conditions of the community where you live in?
Please provide details.
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Section E. Background/ Demographic Information
23. What is your age?
24. What is your level of education?
25. How long have you been working on this project?
26. How did you find out about the project? Please provide details
27. How far do you reside from the location of the project?
28. Do you come from an indigenous, rural or urban background? If other, please specify
29. Do you have any suggestion to help improve your project?
30. Do you have any comments regarding these interviews?
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Appendix III University of Wollongong Ethics Committee Approval
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Appendix IV Consent form and participation sheet
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Appendix V EIA legislative requirements within Australia (Table V.1) and Mexico (Table V.2) at different
jurisdictions
Table AV.1 EIA legislative requirements under the Australian federal and state jurisdictions
Jurisdiction
State

Concepts

Federal

Legislation
Assessment and
consent authority

EPBC Act 1999 and its Regulation 2000
Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and
Communities (DSEWPC)

Sections on EIA
within the
legislation
Forms of EIA

Chapter 4, Part 8, Division 6, Sections 101 to 105 of the EPBC Act, and Part
5, Division 5.2, Schedule 4 of the EPBC Regulations 2000

EIA requirements

Single form of EIA for activities or developments proposed to take place within
National environmental significant sites.
A. General information,
Background of the action including:
1. Title of the action;
2. Full name and postal address of the designated proponent;
3. Outline of the objective of the action;
4. Location of the action;
5. Background to the development of the action;
6. How the action relates to any other actions (of which the proponent
should reasonably be aware) that have been, or are been taken or that
have been approved in the region affected by the action;
7. Current status of the action, and
8. Consequences of not proceeding with the action
B. Description, including:
1. All components of the action;
2. Precise location of any works to be undertaken, structures to be built or
elements of the action that may have relevant impacts;
3. How the works are to be undertaken and design parameters for those
aspects of the structures or elements of the action that may have relevant
impacts;
4. Relevant impacts of the action;
5. Proposed safeguards and mitigation measures to deal with relevant
impacts of the action;
6. Requirements for approval or conditions that apply, or that the proponent
reasonably believes are likely to apply to the proposed action;

EP&A Act 1979 and its Regulation 2000
NSW Department of Planning and Infrastructure (DP&I), Office of
Environment and Heritage (OHE) and NSW Local Government Areas
depending on the relevance of the proposal
Sections 78A (8) or (8A), 112 or 115Y (2) of the EP& A Act, and
Schedule 2 of the EP&A Regulation 2000
Three forms (Part 3A, Part 4 and Part 5)* according to the type and
size of the development proposal.
1. Name, address and professional qualifications of the person by
whom the statement is prepared,
2. Name and address of the responsible person,
3. Address of the land in respect of which the development
application is to be made, or on which the activity or
infrastructure to which the statement relates is to be carried out,
4. Description of the development, activity or infrastructure to which
the statement relates,
5. Assessment by the person by whom the statement is prepared
of the environmental impact of the development, activity or
infrastructure to which the statement relates to in these
requirements.
6. Declaration by the person by whom the statement is prepared to
the effect that:
7. The statement has been prepared in accordance with these
requirements, and
8. The statement contains all available information that is relevant
to the environmental assessment of the development, activity or
infrastructure to which the statement relates, and
9. That the information contained in the statement is neither false
nor misleading.
10. Summary of the environmental impact statement
11. Statement of the objectives of the development, activity or
infrastructure,
12. Analysis of any feasible alternatives to the carrying out of the
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7. To the extent reasonably practicable, any feasible alternatives to the
action, including:
a. if relevant, the alternative of taking no action;
b. a comparative description of the impacts of each alternative on the
matters protected by the controlling provisions for the action;
c. sufficient detail to make clear why any alternative is preferred to
another;
8. Any consultation about the action, including:
a. Consultation that has already taken place;
b. Proposed consultation about relevant impacts of the action;
9. If there has been consultation about the proposed
action — any documented response to, or result of,
a. The consultation;
b. Identification of affected parties, including a statement mentioning
any communities that may be affected and describing their views.
C. Relevant impacts
Information given under paragraph B(4) must include:
1. Description of the relevant impacts of the action;
2. Detailed assessment of the nature and extent of the likely short term and
long term relevant impacts;
3. Statement whether any relevant impacts are likely to be unknown,
unpredictable or irreversible;
4. Analysis of the significance of the relevant impacts;
5. Technical data and other information used or needed to make a detailed
assessment of the relevant impacts.

13.
14.
15.

16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

development, activity or infrastructure, having regard to its
objectives, including the consequences of not carrying out the
development, activity or infrastructure,
Analysis of the development, activity or infrastructure, including:
Description of the development, activity or infrastructure, and
General description of the environment likely to be affected by
the development, activity or infrastructure, together with a
detailed description of those aspects of the environment that are
likely to be significantly affected, and
Likely impact on the environment of the development, activity or
infrastructure, and
Full description of the measures proposed to mitigate any
adverse effects of the development, activity or infrastructure on
the environment, and
List of any approvals that must be obtained under any other Act
or law before the development, activity or infrastructure may
lawfully be carried out,
Compilation (in a single section, of the environmental impact
statement) of the measures;
The reasons justifying the carrying out of the development,
activity or infrastructure in the manner proposed, having regard
to biophysical, economic and social considerations, including the
principles of ecologically sustainable development.

D. Proposed safeguards and mitigation measures
Information given under paragraph B(5) must include:
1. Description and assessment of the expected or predicted effectiveness of
the mitigation measures;
2. Any statutory or policy basis for the mitigation measures;
3. Cost of the mitigation measures;
4. Outline of an environmental management plan that sets out the
framework for continuing management, mitigation and monitoring
programs for the relevant impacts of the action, including any provisions
for independent environmental auditing;
5. Name of the agency responsible for endorsing or approving each
mitigation measure or monitoring program; and
6. A consolidated list of mitigation measures proposed to be undertaken to
prevent, minimise or compensate for the relevant impacts of the action,
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including mitigation measures proposed to be taken by State
governments, local governments or the proponent.
E.

Other approvals and conditions. Information given under paragraph
B(6) must include:
1. Details of any local or State government planning scheme, or plan or
policy under any local or State government planning system that deals
with the proposed action, including:
a. What environmental assessment of the proposed
b. action has been, or is been, carried out under the scheme, plan or
policy;
c. How the scheme provides for the prevention, minimisation and
management of any relevant impacts;
d. Description of any approval that has been obtained from a State,
Territory or Commonwealth agency or authority (other than an
approval under the Act), including any conditions that apply to the
action;
e. Statement identifying any additional approval that is required;
f. Description of the monitoring, enforcement and review procedures
that apply, or are proposed to apply, to the action.

F.

Environmental record of the person proposing to take the action

1. Details of any proceedings under a Commonwealth, State or Territory law

for the protection of the environment or the conservation and sustainable
use of natural resources against:
a. The person proposing to take the action
b. An action for which a person has applied for a permit, the person
making the application.
c. Details of the corporation’s environmental policy and planning
framework if the person proposing to take the action is a corporation.

G. Information sources
1. For information given in a draft public environment report
environmental impact statement, the draft must state:
a. The source of the information;
b. How recent the information is;
c. How the reliability of the information was tested; and
d. What uncertainties (if any) are in the information

or

248

Appendixes

Activities requiring an
EIA/SIA under federal
and state legislation

Development proposals such as:
A. Intensive livestock agriculture
B. Aquaculture
C. Agricultural produce industries and food beverage processing
D. Timber milling, timber processing, paper and pulp processing
E. Mining
F. Petroleum (oil and gas)
G. Extractive industries
H. Geosequestration
I. Metal, mineral and extractive material processing
J. Chemical, manufacturing and related industries
K. Other manufacturing industries
L. Warehouse or distribution centres
M. Cultural, recreation and tourists facilities
N. Hospital, medical centres and health research facilities
O. Educational establishments
P. Correctional centres
Q. Air transport facilities
R. Port facilities and wharf or boating facilities
S. Rail and related transport facilities
T. Electricity generating works and heat or co-generation
U. Water storage or water treatment facilities
V. Sewerage systems
W. Waste and resource management facilities\
X. Remediation of contaminated land
NOTE: *Part 3A, Part 4 and Part 5 have experienced substantial changes in the last 2 years. For example, Part 3A has been repealed and Part 4 provides the requirements for
the development assessment while Part 5 provides guidelines for the environmental assessment.
Source: EPBC Act 1999 and its Regulation 2000; EP&A Act 1979 and its Regulation 2000,
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.
H.

Development proposals in:
World heritage properties
National heritage places
Wetlands of international importance
Threatened species and ecological communities
Migratory species
Commonwealth marine areas
The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park
Nuclear actions (including uranium mines).
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Table AV.2 EIA legislative requirements for ecotourism under the Mexican federal and state jurisdiction
Jurisdiction
Legislation
Assessment and
consent authority
Sections on EIA
within the legislation
Modalities of EIA and
developments
included in each
category

Federal
LGEEPA 1988 and REIA 2000
SEMARNAT and the National Ecology
Institute
Title II, Chapter III, Section IV, Articles 28 to
35BIS3
Regional
Industrial parks and aquaculture factories
of more than 500 ha,
Roads and train lines, nuclear plants,
dams, and proposal that may alter the
course of watershed.
Activities within a local development plan
or ecological ordinance program.
Development proposals within significant
ecological regions
Development proposals that potentially
affect several components of the
ecosystems

State
Oaxaca LEE 1998 and its Regulation
The Oaxaca Ecology Institute

State
Yucatán LPMA 2008 and its Regulation
The Yucatan Ecology Institute

Chapter IV, Section IV, Articles 16 to 25

Title II, Chapter V, Articles 31 to 42

General
Does not apply

General
Warehouse construction and operation used in the
storage of low risk objects.
Industries with less or 100 employees
Construction of carwashes with an area of less than
2
500 m
Construction of metal and wood industries with an
2
area of less than 1500 m
Organic waste collection plants
Urban commercial plazas
Urban supermarkets
Car parks
Public transport stations

Particular
For any other development not included in
the above mentioned list.

EIA requirements

For Regional EIA
Includes the same requirements as for the
Particular EIA.
Particular EIA
1. General information of the project, the
proponent and the responsible person
for the assessment
2. Description of the project
3. Links to any state environmental
legislation or development plan relevant
to the proposal

For General EIA
1. Information about the proponent
2. Proposed development location and
description.
3. Description of any substance or
material potentially used in the
construction and implementation of
the proposed development or activity,
or any atmospheric emissions, water
discharge, type of residues and
treatment strategies for their final
disposal.

Intermediate and Specific
Intermediate or specific EIAs will be required by the
Minister of Environment when the type and size of
the development or activity, and the magnitude of
the environmental impacts of the proposal require
more specific and thorough information to be
included.
For General EIA
1. Proponents’ name, nationality and address
2. Description of all stages of the development or
activity including the area to be developed,
agenda of the activities specifying all activities
3. Cost and investment of the development or activity
4. Waste management plan for all stages of the
development or activity (i.e. construction,
implementation and operation).
5. Management Plan for the abandonment of the
development or activity.
6. General description of the environmental and
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4.

5.
6.
7.
8.

Description of the environment and
indication of the environmental problems
detected in the area where the project
will be established
Identification, description and
assessment of environmental impacts.
Preventive and mitigation measures
Prediction of environmental outcomes of
the project and, evaluation of
alternatives
Description of the methodological
instruments used in the assessment of
potential impacts.

4. Description of potential effects over
the environment.
5. Identification, description and
evaluation of any potential impacts
over the ecosystem(s) caused by the
development or activity.
6. Preventive and mitigation measures
to avoid or minimize the negative
effects of the development or activity
over the environment.

socio-economic attributes of the area where the
development is been planned
7. Links to any state environmental legislation or
local development plan relevant to the proposal.
8. Identification, description and assessment of
environmental impacts.
9. Preventive and mitigation measures
Intermediate EIA
1. Same requirements as abovementioned plus more
information in regards to the description of the
development or activity and, of the environmental
and socio-economic components of the area
where the development will take place.
2. Modified environmental scenario as a
consequence of the development or activity
3. Preventive and mitigation measures and any
adaptive management strategies.
Specific EIA
1. Name, nationality and address of the proponent
2. Detailed and justified information about the
proposed development or activity, including:
a. Site selection criteria;
b. Construction processes and materials, and
c. Operation process and abandonment of the
project.
3. Description of the environmental scenario before
the proposed development or activity takes place.
4. Analysis and determination of the quality of the
environmental components before the proposed
development or activity takes place.
5. Identification and evaluation of the environmental
impacts at each stage of the proposed
development or activity.
6. Determination of the modified environmental
scenario as a consequence of the development or
activity.
7. Description of preventive and mitigation measures
to reduce negative impacts of each stage of the
development or activity, including:
a. The rehabilitation and restoration of the
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Activities requiring
an EIA/SIA under
federal and state
legislation

Chapter II, Article 5

Chapter IV, Section IV, Article 17 and 18

A. Hydraulics
B. Transport industry
C. Pipes (transportation of risk substances
and hydrocarbons)
D. Petrol industry facilities
E. Petrochemical industry facilities
F. Chemical industry activities
G. Iron and steel industry activities
H. Paper industry facilities
I. Sugar industry facilities
J. Cement industry facilities
K. Energy industry facilities
L. Mining industry facilities
M. Radioactive and dangerous wastes
N. Use of tropical forests
O. Forest plantations
P. Land use change in forests, jungles and
arid ecosystems
Q. Industrial parks
R. Development on coastal areas
S. Development within natural protected
areas
T. Fishing activities
U. Risky aquaculture activities
V. Risky agricultural activities

A.

State industries with high
concentration of atmospheric
pollutants
B. Industrial parks, sport facilities,
stadiums, shopping malls,
slaughterhouses and food markets
C. State and municipal public
infrastructure within rural areas
D. The development of new road
2
infrastructure over 10,000 m
E. State and municipal tourism
developments
F. Confinement infrastructure for
industrial and medical wastes
G. Housing developments
H. Landfill’s construction and operation
I. Mining industry activities
J. Construction and maintenance of
petrol stations

affected area at the end of the life of the
development or activity.
Title II, Chapter II, Article 12
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.
H.
I.
J.
K.
L.
M.
N.
O.
P.
Q.
R.
S.
T.
U.

State public infrastructure
State and municipal roads
Water treatment plants
Brick factories
Manufacture and assembly plants
Food industry facilities
Textile industry activities
Glue industry facilities
Tanneries
Beverages industry facilities
Industrial parks
Mining industry facilities
Development within natural protected areas
Waste management and treatment plants
Housing developments
State and municipal tourism developments
Private and public transportation facilities
Malls and supermarkets
Car industry
Activities considered of not high risk
Activities in which the state justifies its
participation under the Act

Source: Modified from the Periódico Oficial del Estado de Oaxaca 1998; Cámara de Diputados del Honorable Congreso de la Unión 1988; and Diario
Oficial del Estado de Yucatán 2008
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Appendix VI Front cover and table of contents of each case study EIS

Appendix VI.1 La Escobilla Turtle Sanctuary EIS front cover and table of contents
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Appendix VI.2 Xixim Ecolodge EIS front cover and table of contents.

256

Appendixes

257

Appendixes

258

Appendixes

Appendix VI.3 Paperbark EIS front cover and table of contents
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